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| am indebted to an essay by William Willimon feiting me on this path as way
to preach this text...

In 1902 William James, a psychologist-turned-plafdser from Harvard, published “The
Varieties of Religious Experience.” It is a serddectures delivered at the University of
Edinburgh concerning the nature and study of mfiglt is one of those grand,
groundbreaking, influential, heady, dense, fornebwoks of western intellectual
history. Toward the end of this hefty tome, Willigamrites:

The God whom science recognizes must be a Godvefrsal laws exclusively, a
God who does a whole sale, not a retail businessc&hnot accommodate his
processes to the convenience of individuals. Théles on the foam which coats
a stormy sea are floating episodes, made and unioadee forces of wind and
water. Our private selves are like those bubbleleir destinies weigh nothing
and determine nothing in the world’s irremediablerents.

That is a whimsical, beautiful, and despairing imagod is a big box god ~ distant,
removed, abstract, impersonal, and immutable. Godi the shopkeeper on the corner
whose face you recognize and whose name you knoaj$&GWal-Mart.....

And, we are just bubbles floating in the foam st@army sea.

Now, that quote from William James is lifted outsomuch larger argument, and | am
tweaking it a bit, but you get the point: The “wéshle God” (Marcus Borg) is the God
above and beyond and behind every idea of God.tBaitGod who does a “retail
business” is God with a face, God with a name, ®bd is specific. A wholesale God is
a mysterious, mushy, and vague deity, but a Goddudes retail knows my business and
we know his.

I think it is a helpful, albeit playful, distinctio
Most everybody that | know, except for hard cofeeéts, believes that there is a
God; it is when you get down to the specifics thatgs get dicey.

The Gospel of John opens with a big box God.

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word wal ®itd, and the Word was
God. He was with God from the beginning. Through &il things were made,;
without him nothing was made that has been madeininvas life, and that life
was the light of all people. The light shines ia trarkness, and the darkness has
not overcome it...

John 1:1-5



The God of those lines cannot be contained by tle¢ plyric, is outside even the
philosophers ruminating, and cannot be squeezedime or space or place. That God is
beyond our capacity to contairBut, then the very next line reads.

There was a man sent from God whose name was John.
John 1:6

And, suddenly from the rarified air of eternitygation, light, and dark, we’re at the
corner shop talking to the clerk behind the counteo is wearing a camel hair shirt
tucked into a leather belt, with breath that héairat hint of locusts and honey.

For, with that quick turn the Gospel of John wentf whole sale to retail.

And, no sooner have we met this shopkeeper ansl pnaling Jesus off the shelf.

Just 23 short verses later John is pointing toslesu

Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sineoivbrid!
John 1:29

This whole “wholesale ~ retail” analogy might s&ikou as crass. It makes God a
commodity and every church a local distributor. ¥&#gust a mom and pop God shop.
But, you get the drift....
The stumbling block is the identification of Jesissan expression of God.
Everything is fine until we locate God in a speciierson.
The idea of God is not necessarily offensive, gimieven be quaint and
reassuring, but the identification of God with adividual is unsettling and
disruptive.
God with calluses on his feet and dirt under hitsnpa
God with a particular timbre of voice,
God with a unique smell and a distinct name,
that is where it gets difficult and divisive anchdarous.

This is further complicated in that John doesniklaip to see Jesus walking toward and
him proclaim “Look, the Light of the World,” or “hPrince of Peace,” or the “Lord of
Lords,” but he calls him “the Lamb of God.”

Now, this is the only time in all scripture whehat phrase is used. No Old Testament
prophet ever referred to God's Chosen One as 'dh&lof God" and no New Testament
writer will repeat it. Even in the Book of Revelat| where the apostle John often
mentions the image of the Lamb, the exact phrdsel"amb of God" is not repeated.

So, of course there is no scholarly consensus atloait John meant by this designation.
The most obvious choice is to connect it to thesBaer lamb, but even that is disputed.
There are other ideas scattered here or there i@lth Testament, because it seems
unlikely that John would have made up a whole namefor God’s Chosen One on the
spot. It is an odd moniker.



| know we sometimes call Ron Beversdorf, “Beav.”
And, | know that I've called Jeff Carpenter, “Cdrp.

But, with present company excepted, calling peapienal names is rarely positive. Pig,
dog, tortoise, whale, snake ~ they are all desediut none are very complimentary. |
find myself annoyed when a friend continually asks, how are you birds doing?”
Even stallion and cougar have their particular dravks.
Eagles and lions are the only ones I can thinkat tlon’t have negative
connotations. It must have something to do withdpat the top of the food chain.

Linking God to a lamb is odd.
Lambs are often a symbol of gentleness and meeksesslling Jesus a lamb
could have been nice to say, but it would hardlyhgetype of description that
would fit a God. It certainly is not a slogan thaiuld get our next president
electedGulliani the Lamb of New York...

Lambs are not the brightest animal, so calling deskamb may have sounded
like the equivalent of accusing Jesus of beindtla klow and a little vulnerable,
one easy to gang up on. Again, not very flatterMgek and the sacrificial
doesn’t scream, “Big box God.”

Then John adds the kicker that somehow this pdatitamb-like Jesus would “take
away the sins of the world.” So, now sin is linkeith the lamb and the traditional
connection between lambs and sin has always inddhe death of the hapless lamb.

Again, the wholesale God finds expression as ondduoe led to the butcher’s block, as
one destined to di¢l am indebted to Scott Hoezee for that little oiff the “Lamb of
God”) As Scott Hoezze puts it:

John could just as easily have said, "Behold, thewho is going down the tubes!
Behold the loser, the victim, the dead man walkikgw odd it must have
sounded. The next day, though, John repeatstijdefou know that it wasn't
some foolish slip-of-the-tongue on John's partsTéicentral to who this Jesus
was.

And therein lies the rub.
In his opening sales pitch, John names Jesus espaession of God who was
bound to die and that death would “take away” @iy gur brokenness, and our
death. But, for many, for most, in the market platgods, in the mystery of how
God would be poured out in a particular man,
this is too far to stretch,
too much to take,
too hard to believe ~
and we would run back to the comfort of a distaitydtucked
away in a big box



Part of what William James suggests in “The Vaeetf Religious Experience” is that
the study of religion should not be limited to aralysis of text, doctrine, and theological
system, but to understand religion you need to @xathe experience, the life, the
witness of the individual. Don't just look at whaligions claim, look at the experience
of people.

And, dear friends, | would suggest that centraluofaith is the notion of testimony, or
witness.

There was a man sent from God whose name was John.
He came as a witness to testify concerning the.ligh
John 1: 6-7

Some of you can bear witness with this morningalis

| waited patiently for the Lord; he turned to meddreard my cry.
He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud anire.
Psalm 40: 1-2

And some of you can testify to a life of wrestlwgh God,
and some of you can speak to felt experiences dfsGwesence,
and some of you can tell the story of seeking &adching your whole life long......
| don’t know how you experience Jesus,
or what experience you attach the name of Jesus to,
but we gather in the mystery that God took expogssi a specific time,
and a specific place, and specific person. We gathgroclaim that the
way of God, that the light of God, that the faceGafd, is found in Jesus.

And we bear witness that
in the bread that we break and the cup that share,
in our collective confession of brokenness and sin
in seeking to follow the teaching, the steps,whag of Jesus,
in finding Jesus in the company of his people,
in learning that love and forgiveness are wholiyog,
in giving our best worship to the Lamb....
we bear witness to the mystery of God in Jesus.

I don’t need or want a big box God.
I need or want a God who is present ~ not distéistinct ~ not vague, personal ~ not
ethereal, real ~ not imaginary. | need a God witaca and name.
Together we bear witness that Jesus is that God.
Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sineoivbrid!

Amen.



