THE CRAZY CHRIST

IF GOD ISN’T CRAZY, WHO IS?

H. Schubert Palmer  from the book,  God Must Be Crazy , Heart & Soul Publishers, 2001

When was the last time that you did anything crazy?  Okay, let’s rephrase the question:  Other than picking up this book to read, when was the last time you did anything crazy?   Has anyone ever called you ‘crazy’?  (Well, was it true??*^~$+!^~‘??)

At a little church in a big city I ventured to share for the first time my exciting discovery– “God Must Be Crazy.”  It went over well.  At the close of the service, a young man met me at the door and told me how happy he had been to hear my sermon.  “Doc,” he said with genuine sincerity, “for years I have been trying to get these folk here at church to listen to the messages I get from my frequent out of body surfing trips to the planet Neptune.”  Then he went on to describe his “messages” (something about the scriptural application of Einstein’s theory of relativity and the quantum physics involved when Eve ate the apple).  Whatever, but the folk all called him crazy.  (Well, wouldn’t you?)  But now that I had proved that God too was crazy, this young man was confident the church would now acknowledge that his message was authentic since his insanity came from none other but God!


Ouch!  Back to the drawing board!  I tactfully suggested to the young man that he catch the next wave and surf out back to Neptune!  (Well, I didn’t actually put it that bluntly.  Fortunately for him, he missed the Hale-Bopp comet surf ride to the Next Level with his Heaven’s Gate soul mates!)

Of course, nowadays, we use the word “crazy” rather loosely.  If you are not wrapped too tightly, or if you do something stupid, someone may exclaim,  “Man (or, Girlfriend), are you crazy?”  Just so we are all on the same page, we need to define what we mean by the expression, “CRAZY.”


To begin with,  “crazy” is a layman’s term, not a scientific one.  According to Webster, “crazy” could mean lots of things.  One definition reads,  “unsound of mind.... not sensible” (Webster’s New World Dictionary, 2nd edition, Simon and Schuster, 1982).  Such “insanity” usually results in doing things which make absolutely no sense.  You could argue that this definition better describes “irrationality” rather than “insanity.”  Perhaps.  Indeed, those two words may be two locations on the same continuum, but at some point you must cross the line from “irrational” to “insane.”  To clarify the distinction, I need to rely on that delightful 12 Step Program definition: “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again– and expecting to get different results!”  So, for our working definition, will you accept both the combined 12-Step and Webster definitions?  Good!  So let me ask again: Do you think that God is crazy?  Hmmm!


You may sometimes feel that God must be crazy to allow some of the crazy “stuff” you have had come your way.  But with all due respect, your personal experience is “insufficient evidence.”  Even if you have had bad things happen to you, others have had just the opposite experience.  At worst, that would only prove God is arbitrary– but not crazy.  (Sorry!)


We could call upon the disciplines of history, analytical thinking, or science to prove God must be crazy.  The tragedy of babies born with gruesome birth defects, the wars fought in God’s name for centuries, the millions of lives lost in genocide, terrorist attacks, natural disasters– all of these, some say, point to a sick God with a poor sense of humor, or a demented (crazy) God who is, as C. S. Lewis put it, the “Cosmic Sadist and Eternal Vivisector” with a fondness for unfairness and suffering or with a masochistic passion for punishment (for our sins).  Either that, or a God who means well, but is powerless to remedy the situation.  Or, more likely, a phantom God who exists only as the figment of our imagination.  


These lines of reasoning are all plagued with one fatal flaw or other, a thorough discussion of which lies beyond the realm of this book.28

But the irony here is that you don’t need to go to such draconian lengths to prove God’s “craziness.”  You need search no further than the good Book itself!  And by the time we conclude our search, I hope to persuade you– and I say this most reverently– I hope to have you fully convinced that God must be crazy.


But how does one go about to prove such an assertion?


Psychiatrists arrive at such a diagnosis only after examining the thought process of an individual.  And if you cannot physically interview the subject in person, then your only other option is to examine that person’s verbal or written communications and actions which might reveal his or her thought processing.  (Case in point: the use of the Unibomber’s letters by the FBI to create his psychological profile.)  But would God submit to such an examination?  


Absolutely not, you say? 


Surprise!  He already has!  Where?  In the book which some people refer to fondly as the “Good Book.”  In a later chapter (and even more at length in the Endnotes) we will address the legitimate concerns shared by many non-Christians about Christianity’s arrogance in putting down the sacred writings of other world religions.  But for now, my point is simply that arguments utilizing the weapons of philosophy, logic, history or science are useless and unnecessary if you want to prove that God is crazy.  Your best weapon, your best source of undebatable, irrefutable arguments, happens to be the one place where God says He can be found– the Bible.  After all, this book does purport to be the “Word of God.”  


With that in mind, let us begin our “psychiatric examination” of the Almighty with a careful review of some of God’s “behavior.” Let us begin our search with the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament).  My friend, Pastor Horace Barker, in an excellent sermon entitled “Unconditional Surrender” pointed out the things God sometimes asked of His prophets and God’s demand for absolute surrender.  Imagine you are God’s prophet, Ezekiel.  Among other things, God tells him to do the following:

1]  Literally eat a book.... [I suppose you could consider this God’s version of Reader’s Digest!   Fortunately for Ezekiel, the book tasted “sweet as honey.”]

2]  Lie on his left side for 13 months straight, then after that, to do the same on his right side for another 40 days.  [How do you spell “DECUBITUS” (bed sore)?  Maybe, if he’d had a television, it might have made this assignment a tad easier.]

3] While he was lying on his side for these fourteen months, he must only eat this set ration of barley cake bread, and (here’s the killer) God tells him that he must bake it over a fire made up of– human feces!

At this point Ezekiel says, “God, You’ve got to be kidding!  You have gone too far!  Bed sores are one thing, but fecal flames is a whole different story!”  So God concedes and gives him a break, “Okay, instead of human excrement, you can use cow dung.”  (Some break indeed– Ezekiel gets to savor his pyrrhic victory {literally} as he prepares his barley cake shish kebab on his shittim wood stove over a flame of cow... dung??  Bon Appétit!) 
4] God tells him, “ ‘With one blow, I am going to take away from you the delight of your eyes.  Yet do not lament or weep or shed any tears.  Groan quietly....’  So I spoke to the people in the morning, and in the evening my wife died.”  Ouch!  


(You can find these accounts in Ezekiel 3:1-3; 4:1- 6; 4:2; 24:6.)


It should be pointed out that all these real-life illustrations were meant to have a powerful impact on the audience who saw them.  And so they did.   The only point I wish to make at this juncture is that when you stop and analyze some of God’s actions, even allowing for our finite minds, there are legitimate questions you have to raise about anyone who would demand of you some of the things God asked or did, wouldn’t you agree?


As we proceed to analyze God’s “sanity,” we could look at God’s “behavior” or actions in cases such as Ezekiel’s or that of other prophets.  We will do that in an ensuing chapter but an even better approach– in fact, the best place to concentrate our search– would be with an in-depth look at the One who called himself  the “Sent from God.”  He also referred to himself as “the Word”-- meaning, God’s thoughts made audible.


If you happened to grow up in Palestine 2000 years ago and your path led you to cross that of this itinerant preacher from Nazareth, you would in all likelihood come away from that encounter with one of three impressions–  that Jesus was either LORD, LIAR OR LUNATIC.  There was no other choice.  (Skeptics have long since abandoned the argument that Jesus was only a legend since several contemporaneous secular and Jewish historians affirmed that Jesus of Nazareth was a historical figure.)


Without equivocation or apology, this preacher boldly declared,  I AM God.  There aren’t several roads to heaven, just one– Me!   “I AM the Way, the Truth and the Life.  No one comes to the Father except through Me.”  “Before Abraham was born, I AM.”  (John 14:6; 8:58-59; 10:33; Exodus 3:14)


By glossing himself with the name God used in the Hebrew Bible, Jesus of Nazareth boldly asserted that he was the God of the Old Testament, the God of Creation and the Exodus.  Upon hearing these remarks, his hearers clearly understood that he was calling himself God.  In fact, they got so upset that they picked up stones to kill him for blasphemy.  This went to the heart of  the problem– accept him as a prophet, yes, but accept him as God?  No way!  Are you crazy?  


But Jesus did not leave us the option of considering him simply as a “good man,” a “holy man,” or “a prophet.”  He refused to be thought of simply as someone who had achieved his full “god-potential.”  Paul stated, “Be careful that nobody spoils your faith through intellectualism or high sounding nonsense.  Such stuff is at best founded on men’s ideas of the nature of the world and disregards Christ!  Yet it is in him that God gives a full and complete expression of himself in bodily form.” (Col 2:8-9 Phillips) Skeptics argue that it was Paul and the disciples who embellished Jesus’ claims for their own personal gain, but make no mistake, it was Jesus Himself who unequivocally asserted that he was God.  So if you did come across this Galilean preacher, you were faced with three choices, either– 


1) Jesus was who he said he was– Messiah God, or  


2) Jesus was the most convincing pathologic liar/con artist the 


       world has ever seen, or


3) Jesus was the most deluded, misguided lunatic to ever walk 


        this planet!


Down through the centuries the world has had its share of folk with delusions of grandeur and many who have manifested the “God-complex” syndrome, but nobody can approach the whopping dose of megalomania if Jesus turns out to be just another sick, deluded, misguided lunatic.


LORD, LIAR or LUNATIC– those were the choices then.  And those are the choices today!  And the implications of your choice were just as clear to his audience then as they are today– 


If you thought Jesus was Lord, then you really had only one


     appropriate response– worship Him!

If you believed Jesus was a Liar/Con man, you only had one 


     decent response– crucify  Him!

If you felt Jesus was a Lunatic, you’d ignore Him, or, better yet, 


      commit Him to an institution!


No one then– or now– could be found to substantiate the charge of Jesus as a liar.  Time and again his enemies set traps and sent spies in an effort to “dig up dirt,” trying to find even one instance of him lying, cheating, fooling around, anything to compromise his integrity.  When all was said and done, Jesus could challenge His accusers, Well, what did you find?  Can any of you prove Me guilty of sin?  NOBODY came forward.  No one did, because no one could. 


Besides, how many liars do you know who would choose to go to the firing squad when a simple confession would have averted their fate?  Even if some did, this very action, pseudologia phantastica, would clearly indicate the need for psychiatrists who could hopefully give it their best shot before the firing squad gave it theirs.  Jesus was clearly not a Liar, meaning He must be Lord– or Lunatic.


Any time you claim to be God, you immediately face the reality that such a claim opens you to the possible diagnosis of either frank schizophrenia, or the diagnosis of the imposter syndrome in which fantasies are acted out by liars and imposters, or psychological Munchausen syndrome (a factitious disorder when a patient feigns sickness with predominantly psychological symptoms).


It should, therefore, come as no surprise that Jesus was often called a lunatic.  To put it in today’s English, Jesus was used to being called crazy.  He was used to hearing all kinds of unflattering remarks, including derogatory references to His “illegitimate” birth and even His mental status, but after all, if I– or anyone else– came up to you and said, “I am GOD”-- what would you think?


My wife worked for several years in psychiatric hospital units.  On one occasion, a patient came right up in her face.  With his 100-proof halitosis breath, he slowly spoke each word in this deep demonic drawl, “I am G O D, who are YOUUU?”  Without blinking, Yvonne looked him straight in the eye and replied, “I am–  not interested.  Besides, you are God; you should know who I am.  You are not on your job!”  A baffled look came over the man’s face as he slithered away to take his overdue psychiatric medicines.


Whether you are a “mental patient” or a street corner preacher, any time you decide to call yourself God, you must expect some fallout.  And Jesus knew this.


Well, just who exactly were the people that called Jesus crazy?  First, there were His enemies who were mostly comprised of  (I hate to admit this)--  church folk– church leaders, to be more precise.  John, the eyewitness, describes a fascinating incident that occurred at the Feast of Tabernacles where the church leaders put out a contract on Jesus’ life.  (Let’s just say that the worst people to mess with are those who think they are doing God a favor by killing you!)  Let’s pick up the story:


“People kept asking, ‘Is Jesus going to come to the feast?’  ...Among the crowds there was widespread whispering about Him.  Some said, ‘He’s a good man.’  Others replied, ‘No, He deceives people’ (‘He’s selling snake oil.’)....  Halfway through the feast, Jesus showed up...  {and during the course of His teaching, He confronted the Pharisees}, ‘Why are you trying to kill me?”  They responded, “You are demon possessed....  You’re crazy!  Who’s trying to kill you?’ ”  [John 7:1-20 NIV,  (Message in parentheses)]


But the church leaders were not alone in calling Jesus crazy.  Many church members also thought Him crazy.  Imagine you had to give a speech in church (I know it is a reach, but give it a try, ok?)  And so you give your pitch.  It turns out great– in fact, it is one of your best pitches ever.  After church, you walk to the door feeling pretty good, ready to greet everybody, come to find out that half the church thought you were crazy.  Wouldn’t that make you feel a little bit below average?


On the heels of a stunning miracle, Jesus preached one of His most beautiful sermons which some have entitled, “The Good Shepherd.”  He said things like, “I am the Good Shepherd.  The good shepherd gives His own life for His sheep.”  The gospel writer reports a mixed opinion poll:  “ This kind of talk caused another split in the Jewish ranks. A lot of them were saying, ‘He’s crazy, a maniac– out of his head completely. He’s demon possessed and raving mad.  Why bother listening to him?’  But others weren’t so sure: ‘These aren’t the words of a crazy man.  Can a maniac open blind eyes?’ ”  (John 10.11-21, Message and Williams translations)


The third group of people to call Jesus crazy was– His family!   Now, this is sad.  You could argue that the church leaders were motivated from fear of the loss of their influence and authority; you could say that church folk in the pew were just plain ignorant, but when your family thinks you are crazy, chances are, they are right.  Especially when all of them think so (just ask the Unibomber).


According to the Bible, Jesus’ family were among the first to raise questions as to His sanity.  “Then Jesus entered a house and again a crowd gathered, so that He and His disciples were not even able to eat.  When His family heard about this, they went to take charge of Him, for they said, ‘He is out of His mind.’ ”  (Mark 3:20-21)  The Williams translation put it more bluntly,  “His kinsmen heard of it and came over to get hold of Him, for they kept saying, ‘He has gone crazy!’ ”


Enemies, friends, and family– it seems everywhere He went, there was someone there to call Him crazy.  Had Jesus needed a tombstone, His epitaph might have read, “The Crazy Christ.”


Compared to the politics and philosophy of the prevailing culture, it is readily apparent why many people then– and now– chose to label Jesus “radical,” “liberal,” or even “revolutionary.”  And indeed He was.  Add one more label– “crazy.”  


But you know something funny?  Sometimes Jesus did do some very “crazy” things.  Check out what I consider to be the weirdest, the wackiest, and the most bizarre of Jesus’ miracles:


 “They came to Bethsaida.  And they brought a blind man to Him and begged Him to touch him.  He took him by the hand and led him outside the village, then (picture this, He) spit in his eyes, laid His hands upon him, and asked him, ‘Do you see anything?’  He looked up and answered, ‘I see the people, but they look to me like trees moving around.’  Then He laid His hands upon his eyes again, and he looked the best he could and was cured, and saw everything distinctly.”  (Mark 8:22-25  Williams)


If you feel offended by the word, “spit,”  feel free to paraphrase it, “Jesus applied medicinal saliva by direct projectile topical application.”  Either way, Yukk!


Can you imagine going to your doctor for medicine only to have him spit on you?  I can assure you that regardless of the outcome of treatment, had He done so in our age and time, the techniques Dr. Jesus employed in treating some of His patients would have put Him in major trouble with the American Medical Association and the Center for Disease Control.  In fact, so... so... so... “unusual” (for want of a better word) were some of His treatment methods that, were it not for their success, you would have had to call Him crazy.  In fact, only Mark, writing to a Gentile audience, records this story and a very similar one Jesus did a short time before.  Perhaps this sort of miracle was too offensive and embarrassing for Matthew to include when writing to Jewish readers who prided themselves on ceremonial cleanliness.  And Doctor Luke knew better than to report anything that might sound like an endorsement that would put him in trouble with the Jerusalem Medical Association.  John relates a slightly similar miracle when Jesus used a clay and saliva poultice, but this custom was not uncommon with faith healers back then.


Admit it– this was an embarrassing miracle. After all, Jesus could have healed this blind man the same way he healed other blind folk– by saying the word, or touching them, or having his shadow cross them– He didn’t need to spit on him.  But you know something?   Embarrassing or not, when you are blind, and you really want to see, you don’t care how gross the medicine is. (Besides, you wouldn’t see it coming, anyway.)  All you want to know is, Will it work?  The proof is in the pudding (or in this case, the proof was in the spitting!)  Gross?  YES!  But insane?


What does all this have to do with God’s sanity?  So far, nothing I have said really “proves” anything.  Just because someone thinks you are crazy does not make you crazy.  And even if Jesus performed some gross, wacky miracles, that only shows Him to be a maverick, not crazy.   So far we have seen that Jesus was called crazy a lot, but in point of fact, what He did made perfect sense– if only in hindsight anyway.  Furthermore, whenever Jesus got labeled “crazy,” usually that label was applied by outsiders looking in, trying to critique someone who claimed to be God.   So, based on the evidence I have presented so far,  I haven’t proved anything– yet.  All we have established is the fact that there were legitimate concerns raised regarding Jesus’ sanity.   


And so I hear you grumbling, “Will you please quit beating around the bush and give me some real proof?”  All right then.  Listen up:


Wherever you ran into Jesus, whether you found Him preaching, teaching, or healing, one thing seemed to run as an underlying thread, a theme– and that theme was set forth in what could best be described as His mission statement: “I have come that they (you and I) may have life, and have it to the full.”  (John 10:10)


More than anything else, God desires that you receive what He claims He alone can give– call it happiness, joy, peace, tranquility, fulfilment, whatever.  To avoid semantics, Jesus simply calls it the more abundant life– life to the full.  Jesus walked the dusty streets of Galilee and endured it all for this principal reason– 
GOD WANTS FOR YOU TO HAVE LIFE TO THE FULL!


You may have been led to believe that God and happiness are mutually exclusive– like fire and water.  HA!  Have you noticed how the Bible begins on a note of happiness in the garden of Eden, and ends the way it began– with happiness in the New Earth?  Or that Jesus’ first recorded sermon– the Beatitudes, or as Robert Schuller puts it, the “Be (Happy) Attitudes”-- was on happiness HERE AND NOW, and His last message in Revelation was on happiness THEN AND THERE– when God will wipe away every tear?


WAIT!  Before you start muttering, “Here we go again with this ‘pie in the sky,’ ‘sweet bye and bye’ cradle roll fairy tale,”– wake up!  You haven’t heard the rest of the story.  The rest of the story is so bizarre,  so unreal, you can’t find one fairy tale so insane.


The big question is, TO WHAT EXTENT WOULD GOD GO TO MAKE YOU HAPPY?  Do you think He would go to the insane lengths taken by our hero, Dr. J, in my sickening love story screenplay?


I hear you saying, “Look man, the Bible is not just another bad script from some stupid wanna-be screenplay writer. (Hey, thanks a lot). God is no crazy Dr. J.”


Good, I hear you.  Then you do agree that if He does turn out to be Dr. J, I would be well on my way to proving that God must be crazy, right?  (I can’t hear you.  Louder.  Okay, okay, I  hear your grudging consent.)


Let’s look at God’s “mental status” through the prism of Jesus’ teachings.  We just scanned one of His more bizarre miracles.  Now let us examine one of His truly crazy parables.  A parable is a true-to-life story, or “extended simile.”  A lot of Jesus’ teachings were embodied in parables.  This teaching device enabled Him to encode a myriad of truths and helped him get the point across even when he was speaking to hostile listeners.  


A parable is usually intended to convey one central truth, so we should avoid the urge to find a meaning in every detail of the story.  A parable reflects truth– but it is not truth itself.  No doctrine should ever be based on one parable (which is why I’ve shared all the other evidence).  


With that in mind, let us look at one parable Jesus gave towards the end of his ministry.  Try to be honest and objective.  If you keep an open mind, as you read and study this parable up close, it leaves no question as to the bottom line– God must be crazy:

Here are some of the story-illustrations Jesus gave to the people at that time: 

A man planted a vineyard and built a wall around it and dug a pit for pressing out the grape juice, and built a watchman’s tower. Then he leased the farm to tenant farmers and moved to another country.  At grape-picking time he sent one of his men to collect his share of the crop.  But the farmers beat up the man and sent him back empty-handed.  The owner then sent another of his men who received the same treatment, only worse, for his head was seriously injured.  The next man he sent was killed; and later, others were either beaten or killed, until  there was only one left– his only son. He finally sent him, thinking they would surely give him their full respect.  But when the farmers saw him coming they said, “He will own the farm when his father dies. Come on, let’s kill him– and then the farm will be ours!’   So they caught him and murdered him and threw his body out of the vineyard.”  (Mark12:1-8 TLB)


Now let us go back and examine this story again.  Let me ask you:  If you took out all your life savings, bought some acreage in Northern California where grapes grow well,  planted a vineyard, hired some tenant farmers to run the place, then a couple years later (or however long it took) sent a trucker to collect the produce to take it to market, and the tenants there beat up the driver, sent him away empty-handed, and he shows up on your doorstep with an empty truck, what would YOU do?  Would you think of sending another driver to face such a hostile situation?  (Not if you are in your right mind!  Duh!  What a silly question!)
  
And so you send in another trucker, and this time they take him from the truck at gunpoint, keep the 18 wheel rig, force the driver to come home by Greyhound– so now what would YOU do?


So you lease another truck, find another driver, and when he shows up at the vineyard, they knock him unconscious, near death, and he comes home in an ambulance, so now, what would YOU do?  Is this story making any sense to you?  Be honest!  At what point do you say, Enough is enough? 


And what if  I  told you that all along this landowner was not only very wealthy, but had on hand a very large security force that could have “taken care of business” from Day One?  But no; after his latest truck driver comes home in an ambulance, instead of sending in his forces to destroy those ingrates, he sends another truck and another brave driver– and this one returns home, not with an empty truck, not by Greyhound, not even in an ambulance, but he comes home in a hearse.  Did you catch that?  A hearse!  Now, what would YOU do?  Let us read the story again (this time from the NIV):

Then he sent another servant to them; they struck this man on the head and treated him shamefully.  He sent still another and that one they killed. [You would think he got the message, right? --wrong!)  He sent MANY others; some of them they beat, others they killed.

(NOW, AT THIS POINT, IF YOU ARE IN YOUR RIGHT MIND, WHAT WOULD YOU DO?  WHAT WOULD ANY  SANE PERSON DO IN THIS SITUATION?  CAN’T YOU SEE THAT ONLY A PERSON WHO IS NOT IN HIS RIGHT MIND WOULD DO WHAT FOLLOWS NEXT?  Read on:]
 v.6  “He had ONE LEFT to send, a son, whom he loved.  He sent him last of all, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ ”    Or as the previous version put it, He finally sent his son, “thinking they would surely give him their full respect.” (Say what???)  


Now tell me, is this story making any sense to you whatsoever?   Be honest!  If this isn’t insanity– then, pray tell, what is?  


Reader,  I submit to you that this vineyard owner’s behavior is a clear deviation from normalcy.  This, my friend, is not a case of stupidity, this is not “irrationality”-- the man is crazy, plain and simple.  Do you recall the 12 Step program definition of insanity– “doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results”?  


The English language has one word that describes the thinking process exhibited by the landowner in this story, and that word is–  CRAZY!


So, who is the landowner in this insane story?

GOD!!!
Which leads me to ask:  IF GOD ISN’T CRAZY, WHO IS ???


The listening Pharisees were so caught up in this story that they unwittingly pronounced their own death sentence.  After telling the story, Jesus asked, “What’s going to happen to the tenants when the owner of the vineyard comes?”  The Pharisees replied, “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end.”  (Matthew 21:41)


You may argue that the central truth of this story is about the punishment awaiting the Jews who were about to kill Jesus, rather than about the mental status of the landowner.  Not so.  The principal truth here is that God’s love crosses the boundary of what we call sanity.  Hear God’s plaintive plea, “What more could have been done for my vineyard than I have done for it?”  (Isaiah 5:4)  A secondary (but still important) truth is that when, like those Pharisees, you choose to ignore or crucify this love (the most insane decision you could ever make), you seal your fate.


But back to Dr. J – how can you be sure my Hollywood story is not the result of inhaling too much halothane or nitrous oxide on the job?  Check out the hard evidence for yourself– turn the page!

