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What Would Jesus Do? 

A Sermon delivered by Isabel Carter Heyward at Myers Park Baptist Church 

On Sunday, Sept 25, 2022 from Psalm 121 Luke 4:17-19 
 

Good morning, dear friends at Myers Park Baptist.  This more than any other is my 

church home away from home, not least because my sister Ann Heyward and brother-

in-law Robert Dulin love you so much; and because of our history, as this church came 

out in strong support of me just as I was coming out as lesbian more than 40 years ago.  I 

was grateful then; I am grateful now.   

 

I was delighted at the thought of introducing my book The Seven Deadly Sins of White 

Christian Nationalism: A Call to Action to your members and others in the Charlotte area 

who might come; and I’m grateful to have been able to do so.  I hope the book will spark 

timely, urgent conversation and action. The invitation to preach, however, gave me pause 

not because it’s less or more important, but because the book was already done – and the 

sermon wasn’t! I knew I’d need to write one, or at least think about what to say to you 

this morning from this pulpit.  I said to Ben, well, I don’t want to preach about my book, 

since sermons really ought to illuminate scripture in some way, not simply promote an 

author’s book.  But the more I’ve thought about this, both the book and this morning’s 

sermon, the more clearly I’ve realized that – to be honest -- the book I’ve written and 

which we discussed at the Forum earlier today – is itself intended to be a “sermon” – 

albeit a long one, and in places rather “heady” – a call issued both to illuminate what I 

believe to struggle between good and evil and to call us to act on behalf of the good, what 

Christians traditionally call “God,” to do what Jesus would have us to, and, I believe, 

what the risen spirit of Jesus is doing among us right now.   

 

So, I view this moment as an opportunity to invite you to join me in getting a bit closer to 

the Spirit we encounter in the life and ongoing presence of Jesus our brother, in whom 

we are touched by christic – healing, liberating – power.  Using the power of imagination, 

let’s see what we might discern about what Jesus would do, here and now, if he were in 

our shoes, if he were teaching and preaching and walking alongside us in America at this 

time.  Can we imagine it?   
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I had a most beloved friend and spiritual companion, an Australian Anglican nun and 

priest, Sister Angela, with whom I spent a great deal of time in the ten years before she 

died of a stroke in 2002.  Once, as we discussed what God is doing among us, I said, Oh 

Angela, sometimes my “imagination gets the best of me, to which she replied, “But 

dahling (everyone was “dahling”)  What is imagination if not a window into God?” So, 

climb through this window with me: 

 

I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills… 

 

When it comes to Jesus, we must draw on the power of imagination, because  

 we know so little about him historically.  By the time we meet him, he’s in his early 30s 

and close to the end of his brief life.  Some of what we don’t know, however, we can 

assume or imagine… that Jesus had been brought up by simple folks, relatively poor 

people, like most people in Nazareth, a small town in central Palestine. He’d been raised 

by his dad, a carpenter, and his mom Mary, who had brought him up as a good Jewish 

boy.  His parents and community trained him in the faith, Judaism.  Luke tells us that, in 

this context, Jesus “grew strong and was filled with wisdom.”  

  

There’s only one story we have about his childhood. We’re told about his going to the 

temple in Jerusalem for the Passover Feast when he was 12 years old.  (Luke 2:41) This 

was an annual trip made by his family and others in his religious community – from 

Nazareth to Jerusalem. The trip was 65 miles, not just down the road, a long haul either 

on foot or on animals or carts. Jesus traveled along with his parents and many others on 

this trip, which perhaps the family had made each year at Passover.  

 

Now Luke tells us that, unbeknownst to Mary and Joseph, Jesus stayed behind, in the 

temple, and that for 3 days his parents couldn’t find him, probably assuming he was 

somewhere in the crowd of neighbors with whom they had traveled.  Apparently, Joseph 

and Mary eventually went on back to Nazareth, and, when they did not find him there, 

they traveled back to Jerusalem, where they found their young son in the temple, still in 

conversation with the rabbis.  Can you imagine being Mary or Joseph?  
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“Son, why have you treated us like this!” Mary demanded.  And Luke says Jesus 

responded: “Did you not know that I must be in my father’s house?”   We can only 

imagine that Mary and Joseph probably didn’t understand just what Jesus meant, or 

maybe they did. In any case, Jesus went back to Nazareth with them and was an obedient 

son, we are told.  We are also told that “Mary kept all these things and pondered them in her 

heart,” which is what many Christians have been doing ever since, right?  I think that 

young Jesus was saying to Mary and Joseph, “Don’t try to hold me back. I have things to 

do.”   Perhaps this was a 1st century version of good parents needing to give their kids 

“roots and wings”! 

 

We can surmise from this story that Jesus was an unusual child. A special child. 

Precocious for his age.  A kid on a mission. Who knows how he might have been 

diagnosed if he’d been born in the 21st century.  Could Jesus have been “on the 

spectrum”?  Can we imagine? In any case, we can assume that Jesus was not like other 

boys.  You must wonder if perhaps he was bullied from time to time because he stood 

out – was smarter, more serious, more purposeful, in our lingo, a “nerd.” 

 

Leaping forward almost 20 years, we can imagine the 30-year-old Jesus, the boy now 

grown, with roots and wings – traveling around Palestine with his friends and followers.  

I’d guess that most if not all of them were a bit unusual, not like regular folks, men and 

women willing to live with few possessions in no one place, on the move, traveling from 

one home to another.  A band of humans, following an itinerant Jewish preacher-man 

committed to preaching and teaching in cryptic parables and to doing the will of the One 

he called Abba, “daddy.” His father.  In a less patriarchal world, this same God would 

surely have been his, “mama” – a Spirit no doubt much in the image of his mother Mary 

and other strong women in his life.  

 

I chose Psalm 121 as one of today’s scriptures because I am confident Jesus knew what to 

do at any given time not simply because he was a good Jew who knew the traditions of 

neighbor-love and the law at the heart of Judaism but also because we know that  Jesus 

actively connected with his Father-Mother God, his Abba, the Spirit on whom he relied. 

This, after all is the heart of everything we do know about Jesus.   
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We know that Jesus connected through prayer with this Spirit. We can almost see this 

young man lifting up his eyes to the Galilean hills, where he spent his adult life… and 

casting his eyes out over the sea of Galilee, a usually calm and beautiful sea.  We can 

imagine him praying, praying -- that is, listening. asking. listening.  seeking. Listening.  

Arguing.  Listening. Coming to some mutual understanding with his Abba about what 

to do, the next right thing, as my dear Sue is so fond of saying. 

 

And what did Jesus see when he lifted his eyes?  What did he hear when he listened? We 

can imagine because we know what WE see when we lift our eyes to the hills or cast them 

out over the sea?  We see Vastness.  In the space that surrounds us, and cradles us, that 

calls us and challenges us if we are listening, we are met by something so much larger 

than Jesus, or you, or me, or us.  In such a space, so vast and so deep, if we are seeing and 

hearing that which is holding us and whispering through wind and waves, we become 

aware that we truly are not alone.  Indeed we are tiny, like the pine needles or the grains 

of sand, and we feel insignificant relative to the vastness – and yet voices of Spirit are 

sounds and sensibilities that secure our small selves, assuring us that we BELONG with 

saints and stars, with rocks and rivers, with our people and other people, all of us 

belonging together in this Vast network of Energy, which many call “God” or Spirit and 

which modern scientists have figured out is the true shape of our natural reality:  We are 

connected, all of us and everything, related so much more profoundly than we can see or 

know or even imagine.   

 

This, my friends, is the best science can teach us and it is what God taught Jesus. We 

belong together, forever, and eternally.  We and the wind and waves and all creatures 

and all people. We are not alone.  Our lives are co-inherent, an ancient Christian concept 

of interdependence in which we are all wrapped up in one another.  Buddhists call it co-

dependence arising.  Jesus called it love and named our faithfulness to it the Greatest 

Commandment, the only one that really matters at the end:  our love of one another, our 

neighbors, who belong together in the Great Spirit we acknowledge as God, or Spirit, or 

Life, or Higher Power, or Energy of connection. 
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Many of the wisest and most compelling public figures we have known in our own 

history, earlier and today, have wrestled with Depression.  Abraham Lincoln, David 

Thoreau, Rachel Carson, Mary Oliver, Bruce Springsteen, to name a few who have shared 

their experiences with us, say that the natural world, the trees, the animals, the hills, the 

water, save them from despair, from spiraling down and down and further down.  An 

ancient wisdom, as much for today as ever. 

 

I believe that’s how Jesus knew what to do: He went to the hills and the sea.  He found a 

quiet place, sometimes alone, sometimes with friends.  Perhaps, like so many of us, he 

had dogs or other animals as companions, not only humans.  Tell me that Jesus would 

have been as effective as a teacher, preacher, and source of sacred wisdom if he had not 

gazed out upon the Sea of Galilee or walked the neighboring hills.  

 

Apparently, Elizabeth Windsor, Her Majesty the Queen, was a good Anglican Christian 

but I wouldn’t be surprised to learn over time that the woods and the hills and animals, 

her corgis, and her ponies, not primarily organized religion, were her most reliable 

sources of spiritual strength.  This matters not primarily because she was a queen. Her 

royalty matters because it’s how we know who she was; it made her a symbol, first and 

foremost, in this woman’s case, of our humanity. Elisabeth was a human sister who knew 

where and how to touch her strength.   I imagine the Queen might have agreed with poet 

Mary Oliver who wrote, “Mostly, I just stand in the dark field, in the middle of the world, 

breathing/ in and out. Life so far doesn’t have any other name but breath and light, wind, 

and rain. / If there’s a temple, I haven’t found it yet. I simply go on drifting, in the heaven 

of the grass and the weeds.”i   

 

Fear and courage 

 

I also imagine that it was “in the heaven of the grass and the weeds” that our brother 

Jesus touched his strength. Like all of us, rich or poor, young, or old, captive or free, Jesus 

had to decide every day what to do in the context of social, political, and spiritual forces 

that surely frightened him. It doesn’t require much imagination to realized that Fear was 

a spiritual challenge to Jesus, whose political enemies were constantly threatening him -

- and who finally killed him.  “Please, if it be thy will, take this cup away.”   
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Consider this story, which may be “fake news” (so much is these days) but which sounds 

increasingly like it could be true. I mean, if QAnon can become a credo for significant 

numbers of American Christians, what can surprise us?  Word reached me not long ago 

that a newly formed Christian group has had it with this Jesus and has decided to dwell 

instead on the teachings of Paul and, selectively, on certain of the Hebrew scriptures (no 

doubt those focusing on the wrath of an angry deity rather than on the spirited calls of 

the Prophets or the healing balms of the Psalms).   

 

What does it mean that a frightened Christian church has had it with Jesus and has 

decided to move on without him?  From another Christian perspective, mine, this sounds 

a bit like driving a car without an engine, a bike without wheels, a boat without either a 

navigator or an anchor.   Whether or not white Christian nationalists admit it, much less 

proclaim that they are moving on without Jesus, that is exactly what they are doing; they 

have indeed “had it” with Jesus, because they cannot tolerate his courage to love, his 

courage to practice kindness, his courage to show mercy, and his courage to walk humbly 

with God, as the prophet Micah implores us through our spiritual ancestors. 

 

Using whatever bits and pieces of the Bible they can find to bolster their political aims, 

these frightened brother and sister Christians settle spiritually for their fear; for their 

narrow-minded, rigid, hate-filled fear of practicing kindness, fear of showing mercy, fear 

of embodying humility, and fear of loving strangers, those who are not like them.  Not 

long ago, for example, our Lt Gov Robinson, in a tirade against LGBTQ people, drew 

laughter among Christians in Brevard when he scorned transwomen as “ugly” and all 

gay and lesbian people as reprehensible, dirty deviants.  

 

Sounding much like the German Nazis who demonized the Jews of Europe and 

exterminated 6 million of them, the Christian nationalists of today’s America promise to 

turn back brown immigrants from the South, control women’s bodies, re-segregate and 

degrade Black Americans, subdue, and marginalize Jewish Americans, Muslim 

Americans, Asian Americans, and Native Americans.  
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In such religious crusades, fear based Christian nationalists turn the life and teachings 

of Jesus upside down. They proudly practice hate, not love. They lift up a contemptuous 

deity of death and devastation, rather than celebrating belonging together in a Spirit of 

Love.  The Ken Burns, Lynn Novick, and Sarah Botstein documentary on “The U.S. and 

the Holocaust” offered a sobering and irrefutable reminder of the terror that will be 

waged against Black people, refugees, immigrants, Jews, Muslims, women, LGBTQ, and 

all “others,” a reign of terror promised by white Christian nationalists.  As Maya Angelou 

warned, “whenever people show you who they are, believe them.” We must and we do, 

which is why we speak and act. 

 

And so here we are in 2022. This is not fake news.  This is our reality.  “Help us!” we pray, 

we plead, we cry, if we are in touch with reality. Most of us in this church today are white 

American Christians.  If we are not afraid, we are fools, because we are in the midst of a 

deadly serious assault on our well-being and that of our spouses, our children, 

grandchildren, nieces and nephews, our friends and neighbors.  Help! we plead if we are 

paying attention.  Our opponents ridicule us as “woke.”  In truth, we are simply alive in 

the Spirit that calls us to seek justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God. 

 

Dorothee Soelle – a renowned German Christian liberation theologian who was a 

professor of mine at Union Seminary and, over time, became a cherished friend and 

colleague –told me in 1981 that she feared the United States might become a 

“christofascist” nation. She saw what few Americans saw at the time – an unholy trinity 

beginning to take shape in a creepy alliance among three forces:   

 

(1) unregulated capitalism;  

(2) one of the two major political parties in American (the GOP);  

(3) blocks of Christianity that were politically conservative and theologically 

fundamentalist.   

 

Having been a teenager in Hitler’s Germany, Soelle was painfully aware of how fascism 

takes root in greed, the lust for power, and the Christian idolatry that lifts political power 

and personal greed and freedom above the common good. Soelle feared this was what 

she was experiencing in the United States as Ronald Reagan and his wealthy enablers 

assumed power.   
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This, of course, is what my book is about:  white Christian nationalism and how it has 

come to be so strong and dangerous in our midst. If we are not afraid of it, either we are 

not paying attention, or we are very, very foolish women and men, regardless of our ages, 

races, ethnicities, political parties, or spiritual traditions if any. So how do we navigate 

our fear of the white Christian nationalism or Christo fascism that is pounding at the door 

of our lives?  What indeed would Jesus do in this situation?  What indeed is the living 

spirit of our christic brother doing among us?  How do we deal with our fear? 

 

First, We ask for help because we cannot bear to be isolated and alone in our fear. If 

we are wise, we don’t deny either that we are in trouble or that we are afraid. Turning to 

the hills, walking by the rivers, praying, meditating, talking, listening, we soak in the 

wisdom we find through many sources – trees, animals, human friends and mentors, 

music, books, stories, and other sources of wisdom, including sometimes – if we are lucky 

– the traditions and teachings of our churches, synagogues, and other spiritual 

communities. 

 

Second:  Through such sources of wisdom, we begin to realize that our fear is rooted 

in our senses of powerlessness --- Speaking for myself, as one sister, I can tell you I feel 

most powerless whenever I am out of synch with the sweet and vibrant Spirit that 

connects me to you -- my sisters, brothers, siblings, Jesus.  It’s a fact: I feel most powerless 

whenever I feel most alone, and I am most powerless when I linger in such an illusion. 

 

Third:  We admit that we need some courage to keep on keepin’ on, to move out of our 

fear-based senses of powerlessness. Robert L. DeWitt of Philadelphia was the bishop 

who organized the Philadelphia Ordination of women priests back in 1974 – the first 

ordination of American women to the Episcopal priesthood, prior to the church’s 

authorization of women priests.  Bp DeWitt used to sign his letters to us, the newly 

ordained women: “Keep your courage.”  What did he mean by that?  What is this 

courage? 
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Bob DeWitt knew that courage is a spiritual gift that is absolutely vital to anyone’s staying 

power, our sustained efforts to help create a more justice-loving world, or church.  

Courage is a psychospiritual gift that empowers us to transcend, not negate or deny, our 

fear.  Transcending our fear is not to deny that we are afraid, but rather to leap into the 

fear, as if it were a deep pool and begin moving through it, slowly perhaps, treading 

water or floating or dog paddling, gaining confidence as we realize that we are not alone.  

 

We are buoyed by the presence not only of each other here and now but by the staying 

power of our ancestors and teachers of wisdom who have gone before us, also leaping in 

faith.  The courage of taking such a leap automatically stretches our hearts, sharpens our 

vision, and expands our awareness of being connected, of belonging to each other.  More 

and more, our courage energizes us through the wisdom of the One whose power 

continues to shape us, evoking our better angels.   

 

Be not afraid, come the still, small voice. Be not afraid, Consider the lilies of the field… 

do they worry? Jesus asks us.  Seriously, consider the lilies, and fear not, for we belong. 

Together. 

 

We are literally en-couraged.  We are spiritually en-larged. The mysterious and mystical 

energy of Belonging connects us to one another and to people of all time and places, 

including our own ancestors, including prophets and sages and saints, including Jesus 

himself and countless others, all of these characters working in us, between and among 

and through us, encouraging us to do whatever we can, the next right thing, knowing 

that we belong, together.  In that Spirit, which is Holy, there is nothing that can hold us 

back.  

 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon us 

 

Leaping in faith and en-couraged by one another and by those who walk with us and 

who’ve gone before us on the journey of life, we can say to those friends and loved ones 

who may worry about us, “Don’t try to hold us back.”   We are walking with each other 

and with all lovers of justice-love, including Jesus – whom we can recognize by his 

relentless passion for justice-love. Some of us know him as our Lord or Christ, some of 

us call him our brother or friend, some of us may call her Sister or Sibling.   

 

 



 

10 
 

 

 

For some of us They are the Spirit of Life, for some she is Liberator, for some he is Healer, 

for some They are Higher Power. For others, Jesus may be simply a good idea, his story 

a good story. So many names, so many images, in one Spirit of Courage.   

 

 “We are walking in the sight of God,” sang liberators in South Africa with gusto as they 

marched against apartheid.  “Ain’t gonna let nobody turn us around” sang freedom 

fighters in the American South.  “Grant us wisdom, grant us courage, for the facing of 

this hour” sing justice-loving Christians throughout this nation every Sunday.  Because 

we know this is where we belong.  So when we’re asked, what would Jesus do -- and 

what we are here to do -- the answer rings through time and space, clear as a bell: 

 

The Spirit is upon us 

Because she has anointed us to preach good news to the poor 

He has sent us to proclaim release to the captives and recovering sight to the blind 

They have called us to set at liberty those who are oppressed -- 

and to proclaim a time, a Jubilee, a Holy Day, in which we will see, and we will know, 

that all shall be celebrated as One family in God.  

The Spirit en-courages us to proclaim that now is time. 

And She assures us that nothing, neither our fears nor the tides of christofascism rising 

around us, will hold us back. 

Never. Ever.  

Because we Belong.  

Together. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
i Mary Oliver, “What is There Beyond Knowing,” New and Selected Poems, Vol Two, Boston: Beacon, 2005, 

pp.20-21. 


