A message delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on March 28, 2010
“Understanding Salvation as Downward Mobility”


Thought for Silent Reflection

The way of the cross, the downward mobility of God, becomes our way not because we try to imitate Jesus, but because we are transformed into living Christs by his Spirit.

Henri Nouwen

UNDERSTANDING SALVATION AS DOWNWARD MOBILITY
Philippians 2: 5-11
Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:

6 Who being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7 but made himself nothing, taking on the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross.
9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, 10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
There are many theologians who consider this to be one of Paul’s most provocative and moving passages about Jesus. In fact it is always to be remembered that when Paul thought and spoke about Jesus, his interest and intention were almost never intellectual or speculative, rather they were practical. To Paul, theology and action were always connected and to be effective must become a way of life. Today’s text takes a simple theme he introduced to the Corinthians, namely that while God was rich and powerful, he became poor and humble for our sake (2 Cor 8:9), so that we might understand. Here we find Paul pleading with the Philippians to live in harmony, to put aside personal ambitions for prominence and prestige and be willing to accept in their hearts the same humble willingness to serve as Jesus had served.
Unfortunately our lives in this highly competitive 21st century western society in which we live can be characterized by a desire and drive for upward mobility. In fact it is so pervasive it is hard for any of us to imagine ourselves outside of this lifestyle. Our whole way of life is structured around making it to the top of the ladder of success. Life is a battle we can win or lose. When we win we have lived up to the ideals of society but when we lose it is because of our own shortcomings. We are taught by our parents, teachers and friends that success is paramount and that it is not simply important for us to survive the competitive battle for success but that we come out victorious. We are taught that what we must learn to be able to wield influence and be successful. One only has to see the “benefits” of coming up second best is to understand this. In fact I’d say that that upward mobility motive was at least in part, a reason for my not going on to seminary in the 1960’s when I first felt a call. Be that as it may, God won out in the long run. While my drive, and energy around succeeding was certainly reinforced by the rewards I was given on the way up but the real lessons around peace of mind and acceptance were learned on the way down.
Walter Brueggermann tells us that Lent is a time for “following.” The Lenten journey towards the cross. The Lenten narrative, is one which places us right in the midst of the story of Jesus, right in the middle of his humble life and right in the middle of his suffering and death. It becomes a time to reflect on just how God gives new life that is welcome only when we recognize how our old way of life leaves us weary and unsatisfied. Yes, Lent is a time when we face the reality that there is no easy or “convenient” transition from our previous way of life to the new joyous life offered to us. He goes on to tell us that it is a change which can take place only when our lives are at odds with the dominant social values of the time.
Jesus leaves little doubt about the life he offered and ultimately left to his followers. Those who had waited so long for a Messiah, the one who would set Israel free (Luke 24:21), wanted him to show power, to share a portion of his influence and to sit on his left and on his right (Matt 20:21). But he constantly pointed in another direction. In fact, Jesus’ entire life was one in which upward mobility was resisted and downward mobility was rewarded. Anyone who wants to be great must be your slave, just as I came not to be served but to serve (Matt 20:26-28) or when he told the rich man he had to sell all his possessions if he wanted to follow him .
The downward way is also the way of the cross; Anyone who does not take up the cross and follow in my footsteps is not worthy of me. Anyone who finds his life will lose it; anyone who loses his life for my sake will find it. (Matt 10:39). Therefore the disciples, the true disciples, would be those who followed Jesus down this downward path which leads to the new life which had been promised. This was the “good news” this was the gospel, a gospel which subverts the presuppositions of our earthly upwardly mobile society. To them and to us today, it is a concept which offers a radical and unsettling challenge. It was risky, it required one to put themselves always in a secondary or serving role and it required a level of trust and faith which few had, or have now. This was the “Way” of life Jesus offered, and this was the “Way” of life Paul preached of, and this was the “Way” that those in the early church sought to live. Yes, the “Way” of Jesus is the downward way.
Like the word “sin,” the word “salvation” is loaded, meaning that it is often multilayered and can be understood in many ways. Most often the term is associated with “heaven” and “going to heaven.” As such, the question, “Are you saved?” more often than not means, “Are you confident you’ll go to heaven when you die?” and in this context it refers to the next world. However if one does a bible study on the word “salvation”, one will find that often biblical understandings of it are focused on this world rather than the next. And although salvation is a central message from both the Hebrew and Christian texts, heaven as life after death doesn’t necessarily seem to be. Marcus Borg tells us that while Jesus himself probably believed in an afterlife, he doesn’t talk about it very much. In fact, when the topic is brought up it is brought up by someone else and when Jesus responds, his comments are often directed at diffusing notions of what it would be like (Mark 12:24-7; Matt 8:11-12 and 25:31-46.) And while he most likely believed in an afterlife, there is little in the gospel message that would indicate that he was concerned about life beyond death, either his own or others. Rather it is clear that Jesus’ message was not about how to get to heaven but rather it was about a way of transformation in this world and the promise of a Kingdom on Earth.
In one of his early writings, Henri Nouwen explained that “The story of our salvation stands radically over and against this philosophy of upward mobility.” He went on to explain that ‘in the center of our faith as Christians, stands the mystery that God chose to reveal himself by submitting himself unreservedly to the opposite of this, to a downward pull. He went on to explain that the great paradox which Scripture reveals to us is that real freedom can only be found through downward mobility. 

Throughout the ages, God chose insignificant people to deliver the word of Salvation, the good news and then chose a small remnant of these people to fulfill these promises, but more importantly God also chose to manifest his love in a man whose life led to a most humiliating death outside the walls of the city. Yes, the Word of God came down and lived among us and taught a doctrine of humble servitude.
Somewhere deep in our heart we already know, we already know, that the success, fame, influence or power cannot not give us the inner joy and peace we have been promised, but that we dearly crave. Somewhere we can even sense an envy of those who have begun shedding their earthly me first ambitions and have begun to live lives in simple obedience. Yes, somewhere out there we can even get a taste mysterious joy in the smiles of those who have nothing to lose. 
These intuitions reveal that something in us is already suspicious about the upward way. But still the way taught by Jesus is hard to believe. We are all quite willing to acknowledge that we should not forget the poor and help those who are less fortunate than we, but are we willing to confess that those who are less fortunate have already found the kingdom of God and are the ones who call us to downward mobility as Jesus did? Who calls us down the roads through Jerusalem to the Pilate and ultimately to the cross as Jesus walked. It all sounds pretty morbid and sad unless we come to know that following Jesus’ on that downward path ultimately means entering into a new life, a new life that is in concert with the desires and will of God. God is about forgiveness and acceptance and salvation is also about forgiveness and acceptance. That is why Jesus calls on us not to think of ourselves but to think first of others, not to think of our own glory but the glory of God. Yes, salvation is about life with God, life in the presence of God now and forever.
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