10th January 2010 Sermon: ‘Is Jesus an Avatar?’

Isaiah 43:1-7

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22
There is a new movie screening at the moment, you may have heard of it… ‘Avatar’.

It is currently smashing box-office records, and is possibly destined to be an epic movie.

It is being acclaimed for the technology of visual effects, but also has a powerful story to tell.

I don’t want to ruin it for those who haven’t yet seen it, but I will summarise the basic premise…

The title of the movie, ‘Avatar’, is the term given to a remote-controlled body. 

DNA is taken from a human and DNA from the indigenous Na’vi people on the planet Pandora. What is developed are bodies akin to the indigenous Na’vi, but with physical similarities to the originating human. 

These similarities allow the human that provides the DNA lies to mentally ‘inhabit’ the remote-controlled body by lying in a high-tech communication pod. The human remotely pilots the Avatar body. 

From the remote communication pod, the human’s consciousness is beamed to function within the body of this Avatar, enabling the human to act and relate as a Na’vi within the Na’vi population.

Have I lost you yet? Have a look at this clip to see if it makes more sense…

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YdzVTpHaHvk
As the story goes, the purpose behind the development of the Avatar remote-controlled bodies is to allow humans to communicate with the indigenous Na’vi creatures. Actually it’s more than to just communicate – it’s to negotiate. 

Humans are mining a valuable mineral resource on the plant Pandora, and what is standing in their way of doing this effectively and profitably is the resistance put up by this native warrior-population. So they want to enter safely into their communities as one of them to broker a relationship. 

The movie follows the transition one human has through his Avatar into a Na’vi body. It follows the encounters he has with a Na’vi community, the relationships he forms and the trust he builds.

Perhaps we can see in this story, similarities with the biblical narrative of a God who wants to commune with humanity, and chooses to become incarnate among them.

At Christmas we celebrate God’s arrival among us, as one of us.

And today we remember Jesus’ baptism, where he chooses to identify with our human situation – immersing himself into all the drama of human history.

Both narratives tell of an outsider coming into a community, sharing a familiar appearance as one of the same creatures. 

Both narratives tell of the humility required to enter into the community as one of them. 

Both narratives tell of how the figure shares the experiences of the community – good and bad.

At initial glance it seems there is a striking similarity between the Gospel story and this latest blockbuster.

However, I want to suggest three points of difference that are significant for understanding just how unique the Gospel story is for trusting God with all we have.

1) The first difference of The Gospel over the film ‘Avatar’ is the motivation lying behind the desire to enter into the creaturely situation. 

In the movie, the motivation of the investment in the Avatar technology is to get something. 
Trust must be achieved in order to acquire valuable mineral resources. 

Relationships are a means to an end; they are a dispensable commodity in the overarching pursuit of material wealth.

The Bible tells us of a strongly contrasting motivation of God’s in choosing to come among us:

“you are precious in my sight,
   and honoured, and I love you”  (Isaiah 43:4)
God’s gushes love, and God’s love spills over into creation. 

God does not need anything. 

God does not love us because God needs to have relationship. God has relationality within God’s self; the mutual love of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Rather, God gives generously, gifting us with what we need to live fully as we have been created.

And what is it that we need to live fully?

We need God.

So God comes among us as one of us. 

Motivated by love, God immerses God’s-self in our situation.

Galatians 4:4 (paraphrased) tells us of God’s unselfish motivation:

“God sent his Son, born of a woman, in order to redeem…so that we might receive adoption as children.”
That’s the first difference between the Gospel and film: the motivation to enter into the creaturely situation.

2) The second difference is the nature of the entry into the creaturely situation.

In the historical hammering out of the theology of who Jesus is, there has been consistent rejection of any suggestion that Jesus only appeared to be human. 

Any notion that his humanity is merely a disguise is regarded as deceptive heresy.

Jesus is confessed to be fully human. 

Unlike an Avatar which is in Na’vi bodily form, but has the consciousness of a human being driving it, Jesus is fully human. 

As well as a human body, Jesus has the full range of 

human experiences, 

human desires, 

human temptations, 

human joys 

and human emotions.

This is why the event of Jesus’ Baptism is recorded in all four gospels and consistently celebrated by the Church. 

In being baptised, Jesus take his incarnation another level deeper.

Although without sin (and strictly-speaking, not requiring John’s baptism of repentance) Jesus identifies fully with our situation. 

Acting in love Jesus immerses himself in our reality, and in this event receives the blessing and anointing of God. This moment recorded in the Gospel is one of Trinitarian conversation; God speaking to God:


“You are my Son, the Beloved;* with you I am well pleased.”

For whose sake does God speak? Not for God’s sake, but for ours.

For the words of God the Father to God the Son apply to us also in this moment where the veil between heaven and earth is so very, very thin!

For we receive adoption as children:

“See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are.”  (1 John 3:1)

As well as being fully human, Jesus is fully divine.

This paradoxical, yet essential, understanding of Jesus is what makes his identity unique.

3) And this is the third and final difference I want to highlight between the Gospel and the film.

Unlike the Avatars in the film who are developed from the DNA of any given human, Jesus is unique as:

the Anointed One
(Psalm 2:2)

Messiah
(John 1:41)

One and Only Son
(John 1:18; 3:16)

Word of God
(John 1:1; Rev. 19:13)

Lord of lords
(1 Tim. 6:15; Rev. 19:16)
Bread of life
(John 6:35)
and Emmanuel – ‘God with us’.
(Matt. 1:23)
Jesus is not one form of many possible manifestations of the divine, he is the unique revelation of God; the only Son, the Beloved.

Because of his unique identity, immersing himself in our situation brings genuine change and transformation. He is like all of us but so much more as well. He alone can share with us what we need.

Jesus takes on his humanity, and takes humanity into God’s-self.

He shares with us God’s pure love, so that we might know God and join in the sharing of God’s love with the world.

The Jordan river is a place drenched with meaning in Israel’s story. 

And in Jesus, God is fulfilling the task he gave to Israel: 

the task to be a light to the nations, 

to bring God’s kingdom on earth, 

to share God’s love to all. 

In sharing in the baptism of Jesus we are invited to join in this mission.

In the splashing of the water in the Jordan River is a connection to God’s enduring plan.

And in the splashing of the water in the Jordan River is newness made available in this unique person, Jesus Christ.

We celebrate in communion the grace of God made available in Jesus Christ, who shares our situation and shares with us, God. 

This sharing reshapes us, personally and in unity as God’s people – the Body of Christ.

thus says the Lord,
   he who created you, O Jacob,
   he who formed you, O Israel:
Do not fear, for I have redeemed you;
   I have called you by name, you are mine. 
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you;
   and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;
 
For I am the Lord your God,
   the Holy One of Israel, your Saviour.
…you are precious in my sight,
   and honoured, and I love you”
Now to the King eternal,

immortal, invisible, the only God,

be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen.
—1 Timothy 1:17, NIV
