
CALVIN 28

JESUS: REFUGEE or KING?
… an Angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, and said to him: ‘Rise up,
take the child and his mother, and escape with them to Egypt, and stay there until
I tell you.’ Matthew 2:13

Has it ever happened to you that you sing a hymn and then wonder whether
you actually believe it? Yet you sing it anyway, because everyone else does. Or
you sing it because you like the tune?

At Christmas time we sing again and again that Jesus is king, but isn't the picture
we have in our mind of Jesus anything but a king? Look it up in your hymn
book. Hymn 224 begins ‘Joy to the world. The Lord is come; let earth receive
her king.’ Or Hymn 227: ‘Hark! The herald angels sing, glory to the newborn
king.’ Or Hymn 235: ‘Angels from the realms of glory … worship Christ, the
newborn king.’ Or Hymn 239: ‘As with gladness men of old … hallelujahs to
our king.’ Or Hymn 240: ‘O little town of Bethlehem … and praises sing to God
the king.’ And these are not the only ones.

A king? Yet born in a stable? And crucified at the end of his life? What is so
regal about a stable and a cross? Our Westminster Confession also refers to Jesus
as prophet, priest and king, as does the other Christmas Hymn we have just sung
(218: Unto us a boy is born! King of all creation) But the third verse goes as
follows:

Herod then with fear was filled:
‘A prince’, he said, in Jewry!’
All the little boys he killed
At Bethlehem in his fury.

And didn’t Pilate ironically write an inscription to be fastened to the cross saying:
‘Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews?’

Similarly, today’s story is anything but typical for a king: Joseph and Mary
escaped to Egypt to prevent Jesus from being one of the children below the age
of two in Bethlehem to be slaughtered at the behest of Herod who was mortified
by the idea that a baby from that town would usurp his throne? As we all know,
Herod was a cruel individual, dead set on keeping power at any price. And this
included murdering some of his relatives and offspring.

And so Mary, Joseph and Jesus had to flee to Egypt and become refugees in a
foreign land, inevitably relegated to the bottom of the social ladder. Everywhere
refugees are marginal people at the lowest rather than the highest rung of the
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pecking order. Often they can only save their lives by abandoning their homes
and communities where they were respected and comfortable.

Yet saving their lives comes at the cost of having to learn another language,
having to adjust to a different culture, to change one’s taken for granted rules
of behaviour, adopting different ways of acting and reacting. And the older the
refugee the more difficult it is to fit in the new environment. As we all know
youth comes with flexibility. Old age comes with hardening of the arteries.

In 1533 Calvin became a refugee. He saved his life only because his students
helped him escape Paris while the bailiffs were at his door to arrest him for
heresy. He became very aware of the danger of non-conformity and the need
for flexibility. Interpreting today’s reading about Jesus’ escape to Egypt Calvin
wonders why God did not protect Jesus from Herod and the exile and then
concludes: ‘… it teaches us, that they act improperly who prescribe to God a
fixed plan of action.’ By implication Calvin thinks that predestination and order
in human affairs is not man’s prerogative, but God’s. Order is in God’s rather
than human hands. The problem in human affairs is often that what is order on
one level is disorder on another.

In 1960 Dr Visser t’Hooft, Secretary General of the World Council of Churches
asked me to write a book on the sociology of migration and religion in preparation
for the 1961 conference on that theme in Leysin, Switzerland. It was good to be
in the USA at the time. Like Australia, the United States is built on the experience
of immigrants, exiles and refugees. And I discovered very soon how vast the
literature was on the pain of exile and how vast and widespread the refugee
problems of adjustment were not just in Bonegilla in Australia where I had been
chaplain, but even more in other parts of the world, such as the Soviet Union
and Germany where persecution had been endemic. In my academic work ever
since I have concentrated on the necessity of identity and the problems of
adjusting to a different one.

Jesus’ experience as the young child of refugees in Egypt must have made him
particularly sensitive to the suffering caused by the history of Jewish exile in
Babylon and the rejection of the Hebrew prophets. After all, the long recorded
tradition of marginality had even then become the core of Jewish identity and
is reflected in both the Psalms and the Books of the Old Testament prophets.
The more marginal the Jews became, the more they cherished their identity.
And isn’t that experience of marginality of individual, family and nation the
exact opposite of the royal experience of a king at the top of the social ladder?

There is a long established Israelite tradition, enshrined in the Old Testament,
of God the loving, redeeming, deliverer of people’s suffering. Our Old Testament
reading of Isaiah 63:7-9 testifies to that.

190

CALVIN FOR THE THIRD MILLENNIUM



The exiled Israelites have now returned and found their land and temple in
ruins. They have learnt what it means to be foreigners in a strange land. They
suffered immensely from that experience. Yet it also widened their vision. It
taught Isaiah (56:6-7) that even the oppressors did not fit into a neat black/white
pattern. He learnt that God’s kingdom extended beyond cultural boundaries
and that foreigners should be welcomed, ‘for my house shall be called a house
of prayer for all people.’

A good example of the pain of exile is Psalm 137 which begins:

By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept.
When we remembered Zion.
There on the willow-trees
we hung up our harps,
for there those who carried us off
demanded music and singing,
and our captors called us to be merry:
‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion.’
How could we sing the Lord’s song
in a foreign land?

Calvin describes the calamity of exile as being so deep that not even ‘all the
luxuries of Babylon could tempt the Israelites to forget their native inheritance.’
Losing their ethnic identity and their corresponding suffering they equate with
‘the deserved chastisement of God.’ Being cut off from the worship of God, ‘they
felt that they were torn from the inheritance of promise.’

Yet Calvin was also aware that the exile enlarged their vision and that their very
suffering brought them closer to God and to an understanding of what God was
about. The experience of the exile taught the Israelites, says Calvin that ‘the
children of God, wherever they have lived, have always been like strangers and
foreigners in the world.’

In other words, according to Calvin, the exile had a twofold effect on Israel: (1)
Their tears of loss made them more humble and penitent and (2) it made for a
better understanding of God’s universal concern: ‘at the time before the exile
the worship of God was confined to one place, but now the temple consists of
wherever two or three are met together in Christ.’ Still on the issue of exile
leading to widening one’s vision: It happened to me and some of my Dutch
friends while being a guest of the Gestapo in Germany during World War II for
what the secret police called ‘undermining the war-economy.’ Yet the
imprisonment also cured my black/white thinking. I owe both my increased
respect for the Christian faith and even my physical survival during my
incarceration to an old Lutheran German guard and a fellow German prisoner
who organized a soft job where brains rather than brawn were required.
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How can we reconcile the picture of Jesus as a refugee with the similarly
scriptural emphasis on Jesus as king?

The solution lies in checking the Bible for what is actually meant by the kingship
of Jesus. It may be something quite different from our understanding of a king
invariably occupying the highest position in the land.

The best way to do this is to look at our other New Testament reading for today,
the parable Jesus told about the marriage feast in Matthew 22:1-14. It is all about
a king who was rejected by the very people whose sovereign he was. You
remember the story.

The king in question gave a marriage feast for his son. He drew up a special list
of highly placed people and sent his servants to invite them, but they had all
sorts of excuses: they were kept too busy with their farms or their business.
Some of the invitees even treated the servants shamefully and killed them. And
so the king decided to extend the invitation to anybody the servants could find.
This time the wedding hall was filled with guests. But when the king entered
the hall, he saw a man without a wedding garment. Then the king said to the
attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, and cast him into the outer darkness. There
men will weep and gnash their teeth.’ And then he added: ‘For many are called,
but few are chosen.’

To Calvin the servants of the king are represented by both the prophets of the
Old Testament and later Christ and the apostles (Matthew 22:5). Those who
rejected the invitation and ‘exercised their cruelty’, he says, were affected by
a ‘universal disease that every man is led away by his desires in consequence of
which all are wandering in various directions.’

The kingdom of heaven, the parable says, does not consist only of those who
have arrived, the powerful, the ‘nouveau riches’, those who have made it, those
who are at the top of the social ladder. On the contrary, they are the ones, like
the rich young man (in Luke 18:18–27), who had done everything right in life.
He had kept all God’s commandments. Yet his wealth had gone to his head. It
was more important to him than God’s invitation to join his kingdom, for that
is what the wedding feast of the parable is all about.

And therefore God (the king in the parable, whose invitations were rejected by
the establishment) also invites the nobodies, the battlers, the great unwashed,
the riff-raff, the roughnecks, the prostitutes, the tax collectors, the undesirables,
the losers. In other words the rejected king now invites the rejected as well. The
kingdom of heaven is altogether different from the kingdom of man, Jesus
appears to say. It is inclusive rather than exclusive.

It includes those who cannot get it all together, the broken-hearted, the un-loved,
the newcomers, and the sufferers, the refugees, who still have not learnt the
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locals’ ways of acting and reacting, who still speak broken English. Jesus can
sympathize with them, because he himself was a refugee.

The king of the parable is also the rejected king, whose invitation of salvation,
(united with him at the joyous occasion of the wedding party) is of lesser
importance than the pursuit of our businesses and other, narrower interests.
Are we so much occupied with the affairs of this world, that we cannot see the
larger picture? Our narrow concerns may occupy so much centre stage in our
lives, that we squeeze all the joy of the wedding party in the parable out of our
perspective.

Aren’t our stressful and anxious lives often the product of our narrow concern
with our private feelings? We hold on to them like grim death as we are wrongly
convinced that this is the only realistic thing to be preserved. And therefore we
actually take God’s invitation, God’s offer of salvation, God’s love, God’s pity
and sympathy as less important than our own self-concocted, self-fabricated
search for happiness and fulfilment. The invitation of the parable is for
celebration and union with the one who calms our fevered brow, offers salvation
and a sense of participation and belonging taking the place of our marginality,
alienation, loneliness.

The parable also contains a warning. Even the losers cannot unconditionally
enter the kingdom or the wedding party. There is a condition. One has to wear
a wedding garment. By this Jesus meant that one can come (wherever we are in
the human pecking order), provided our worldly cares have not taken precedence
over the joyous anticipation of being invited to God’s party. Even our sins can
become so precious, Jesus implies, that one cannot let go. In God’s heavenly
kingdom salvation is primary. It is not found in whatever tickles our senses or
gives us a thrill. Salvation is letting God take over.

Only when we are prepared to let God take over can we enter the joy of his party
and his presence. One may have to be prepared to confess one’s sins and sense
of separation, one’s imperfection, rather than hold on to them. One has to have
a strong desire to be made whole, saved and united. If not, the parable says, the
wedding guest is not welcome. He will be thrown out into the utter darkness of
existence, where one’s teeth gnash. Jesus is always very realistic about the world
around us. Even the losers cannot unconditionally enter the kingdom or the
wedding party. There is a condition. One has to wear a wedding garment. And
by this Jesus meant that one may come wherever one is in the human pecking
order, but one has to be prepared and sufficiently motivated to join the joyous
occasion of God’s presence. One has to be prepared to confess one’s sins, one’s
lack of wholeness, and one’s imperfection. One has to have a strong desire to be
made whole, saved and united with God.

If not, the parable says, the wedding guest is not welcome. He or she will be
thrown out into the utter darkness of existence, where there is gnashing of teeth.
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There is no other choice. Either we are at the centre of the universe or God is.
If we are at the centre of our narrow universe, we are doomed, engulfed by our
self-imposed darkness, where one’s teeth are gnashing. Yet when we accept
God’s invitation leaving the self and our wallowing in confusion and
meaninglessness at the door, we enter the light and the joy of the wedding hall.

Jesus is king not because he has joined the overbearing, the haughty, the
powerful, or the conquerors but because he has joined the humble, the powerless,
the suffering, and the rejected of this world. Therefore he is also a refugee in a
world where wealth, power and cleverness seem to determine one’s place in the
human pecking order. To be a king, today’s Bible readings tell us, is to take
stock of basic motives. Salvation, our sense of wholeness, is closely bound up,
the Bible warns us, not with earthly power, but with the heavenly sort.

Then the temptation to be at the top of the pecking order is sometimes more
dangerous than to be relegated to the bottom. Over-estimation of the self is
usually a more severe handicap than under-estimation. Yet there is danger in
either extreme. To join God’s wedding party and to adopt the garment of joyful
anticipation of celebration rather than selfish calculation of how to get to the
highest rung on the ladder of the human pecking order seems to be Jesus’ advice
in the parable of the wedding feast.

That is why it is appropriate to celebrate the coming of Jesus as both king and
source of authority and also as an exile who shows us that salvation is to be
found in God’s rather than man’s kingdom.
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