Jesus at the Center

Remember Copernicus and Galileo?  They offered a “modest proposal” to the Christian world, almost as outrageous as Swift’s famous proposal: that we move the earth out of the center of the universe, and put the sun in its place.  The church opposed the switch, convinced as it was that Scripture endorsed an earth-centered universe.  Eventually, though, the switch occurred, with or without the church’s approval.

Of course, truth be told, Copernicus and Galileo were wrong too.  They were less wrong than everyone else, but still, the sun isn’t the center of the universe.  Rather, the sun centers a relatively small little planetary system on the rim of a nondescript galaxy in a field blossoming with galaxies like a summer field with wildflowers.  Then what is the center of the universe?  There isn’t one.  The universe is expanding, in all directions, so no center can be found.

So, we’ve moved from the earth-centered universe of the Middle Ages, to the sun-centered universe of Modernity, to the uncentered, expanding universe of the postmodern world.

What do we mean when we talk about Jesus being in the center in an uncentered universe?  Is this an anachronism?  Answering the question isn’t as easy as it sounds for at least three reasons.

1.  In our dynamic, expanding universe, we’re likely to think of Jesus as a moving center, not a static one.

You’re probably familiar with the contrast between bounded sets (where people are judged based on their location in relation to a boundary:  in or out?) and centered sets (where people are evaluated based on their nearness to the center point, not the boundary:  near, or far?).  You may have even considered modifying the centered set to indicate (graphically, via arrows with differing lengths) the direction of people in relation to the center (are they moving toward or away from the center?)  But have you considered what happens to the centered-set approach when you put the center in motion?  Then, we stop thinking of people as static points in relation to a static center:  the issue moves from location (in or out, near or far) to direction (to and from what are you moving) and speed (how fast or slow?).

In this way of thinking, Paul’s warning, “Let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall,” becomes, “Let him who thinks he’s snug in the inner circle take heed lest he fall behind.”

In other words, if Jesus is moving, you might be close to him today, but you’ll be less close tomorrow unless you’re moving ahead with him.  Now the question shifts, from where you are in relation to Jesus to where Jesus is in your field of vision.  Are you focused on him?  Seeking to follow him?  Seeking to discern what Jesus is doing, where he is going, so you can join him, following in his footsteps?  The old hymn “Be Thou My Vision” evokes this sense of rapt attention, intense focus, passionate desire to follow the Lord.

2.  In the emerging culture (for reasons to complex to go into here), we become suspicious of those who always want to be the center of attention, and we seek to recognize those who are “marginalized.”  

As a result, we’re more likely to see Jesus avoiding constant attention, as he so often did when on earth.  We’re more likely to see Jesus as joining those suffering at the margins, not being congratulated with those at the center.

It’s hard for us to understand this dimension of Jesus’ life.  Why didn’t he get all the publicity he could, as we would do if we were trying to save the world?  Why did he constantly tell people to be quiet about what he had done for them (with rare exceptions)?  Why didn’t he take advantage of every “photo opportunity” in front of the crowds, and why did he so frequently withdraw for prayer while the crowds clamored for more of him?  True, he knew that he would draw all people to himself and true, he knew the Father wanted to glorify him, but his way of attraction and glorification was not to seize the throne of Caesar or the seat of Caiaphas.  Rather, he was dragged outside the gate and crucified.  His attraction of all to himself was not the egotism and self-promotion of the rock star celebrity.  It was far more nuanced, subtle, ironic, and profound.  For example, he was ready to disguise himself in “the least of these” his brothers – the poor, the naked, the lonely, the imprisoned – and seemed to relish the idea of being served and loved in this way “incognito” and “anonymous.”  

What if, someday, the Lord were to say, “You shouted, sang, preached, prayed, printed, published, proclaimed, wore, testified to, and otherwise trumpted my name … but you ignored me in my surprising disguise in the last, the least, and the lost?  You proclaimed me as the center, but missed me among the marginalized?”  Can we stop for a minute, as we think about being Christ-centered, and ponder what this might mean?  In looking for Christ spotlighted center stage with microphone in hand, might we miss him at the margins, sitting in the back row, silent, incognito?

So often, we seem to feel that Jesus’ name will be revered only if it is heard more often and more loudly.  We repeat, repeat, repeat it like a slogan or advertising line.  We feel that being Christ-centered means being Christ-promoters, Christ-talkers, Jesus-lingo-speakers, not remembering that Jesus himself said he was more interested in people doing what he said than he was in their saying, “Lord, Lord.”

Our constant trumpeting of the name of Jesus can, to our uncommitted neighbors, seem oppressive, cloying, even irreverent, perhaps bordering on using the Name in vain.  It can lead people to sing, “How Overused the Name of Jesus Sounds,” or “How Trite the Name of Jesus Sounds,” in parody of the precious old hymn by John Newton.  This is especially true when Jesus’ wonderful name is used to baptize our paltry political agendas or enhance our petty denominational programs or expand our pathetic religious kingdoms.  Could it be that those we judge last (those who use the name of Jesus less than we do) will ultimately be found ahead of those we list first (those like us who use his name most)?

For Jesus to truly be our center in this new context may mean that we more often whisper his name instead of shout it, that we treat it as precious and sacred, not common and cheap, so that we hold it carefully like a precious pearl, not to be thrown about carelessly.  This shift in what it means to be Christ-centered does not represent shame over the Name, but rather reverence for it and for Him, and shame for how we have used it … and Him.  Besides, in a world where everyone is shouting and clamoring for attention center-stage, sometimes the best way to be heard is to whisper at the margins, or even to remain silent, with a mysteriously kind smile on one’s face.

3.  In an uncentered universe, Jesus makes every place the center of his attention.

Years ago, Dr. Francis Schaeffer of L’Abri fellowship wrote a book called No Little People, No Little Places.  The title told the thesis of the book:  in God’s story, the widow with her pittance gives more than the wealthy with their large donations, the little boy with fish and loaves gives more than the apostles with their age and supposed experience, the little man up the tree hosts the Savior and not the Pharisee or Herodian, the little daughter of a Gentile attracts Jesus’ compassion and the great faith of her “outsider” father earns Jesus’ praise.

God chooses the children of Abraham not because they are strong, but because they are weak.  God gives them a promised land that is neither huge nor rich in oil or gold.  God’s Son is born of a humble young woman in a tiny town, insignificant among the cities of Judah.

True, there is a temple and a Jerusalem, but they prove amazingly “un-central” in the big scheme of things.  For the church launched by Jesus on mission, headquarters keep shifting and multiplying, and the frontier seems more important in the book of Acts (and beyond) than the headquarters anyway.

In this uncentered world, then, a little island can be the source of amazing blessing.  A little neighborhood, a place of world impact.  A little cell group, a resource for the world.  A little child, the source of needed wisdom.  A little sparrow, the focal point of God’s care.  As C. S. Lewis described so wonderfully in the final chapters of Perelandra, wherever God’s attention focuses becomes a center of the dance of creation … and God sees every person, every place as significant, as Schaeffer’s title affirmed.

In this kind of kingdom, the word “center” is itself de-centered, because Jesus keeps showing up outside the center, outside the camp, outside the lines, outside the box of our expectations.

How then, can we speak of Jesus being the center in this dynamic new context, and in this profoundly surprising kingdom?

Perhaps the answer can best be answered negatively.  Christian faith and life must not be systematic-theology-centered, not me-centered, not consumer-centered, not experience-centered, not church-centered or style-centered or denomination-centered.  Neither can it be Bible-centered, worship-centered, social-action-centered, doctrine-centered, ritual-centered, music-centered, pastor-centered, or people-centered (whether believer-centered or seeker-centered).  It can’t be building-centered or home-centered, family-centered or country-centered, evangelism-centered or nurture-centered, past-centered or future-centered.

When we say Christ is the center, we’re not saying Jesus is at the center and other things are at the periphery.  Instead, we must be saying that when Jesus is in the center of our vision … remember Be Thou My Vision? … we see Jesus wherever we look.  That’s the best way to see the center, the margins, and everything else.

� I explore these different concepts in more detail in More Ready Than You Realize (Zondervan) and Adventures in Missing the Point (Emergent/YS).





