11.4.2020 Midweek Meditation, Week 7 Images of Christ: Art, Scripture and Prayer
1 John 2:1-6; 1 Corinthians 1:26-31; Matthew 28:18-20 Pastor Timothy McKenzie

“I am with you always”
Week 7: Christ the Redeemer (1931)
This week we consider one of the most recognizable images of Christ in the world, the statue
named Christ the Redeemer (Cristo Redentor), located atop Mount Corcovado overlooking Rio
de Janeiro, Brazil. Including its stone base, Christ the Redeemer stands 124 feet (38 meters) tall,

and the horizontally outstretched arms span 92 feet (28 meters). The statue was designed in an
Art Deco style by French sculptor Paul Landowski, with the head and face created by Romanian
sculptor, Gheorghe Leonida. Implementing these designs, Brazilian engineer Heitor da Silva
Costa constructed the statue, which is made of reinforced concrete covered with a mosaic of
thousands of soapstone tiles, and weighing 635 metric tons.

The initial proposal to build a statue of Christ was made by the Roman Catholic Archdiocese

stone laid on 4 April 1922, and construction
begun in 1926. The completed statue was
dedicated on 12 October 1931 (the image to the
left is from the 1931 dedication).

Though the statue was conceived in the wake

F n m of Rio de Janeiro in 1921, with the foundation

of the First World War at a time when Brazil was
overwhelmingly Roman Catholic, today the
statue has come to represent many things: a
religious symbol, a cultural symbol, as well as a
national symbol of Brazil. Marking the 75th
anniversary in 2006, the Archdiocese of Rio de
Janeiro created an onsite chapel to reclaim a
“sacred sense of the monument.”

Though the name “Christ the Redeemer” is
very familiar, briefly examining the background
of the word “redeemer” is helpful in appreciating
the deeper significance of this work of art and

engineering. “Redeem” and “redeemer” appeared in the English language in the 15th century as
translations of Latin biblical words such as “proprirum” and “redemptor” which, in turn, were
translations of Greek New Testament words such as hilasmds (ihaopog) and lutréo (MtQOM)
meaning “atoning sacrifice.” In English, “redeem” comes from the Latin word redimo meaning
to “buy back,” as in paying a ransom for one held in captivity. In the same year that Christ the
Redeemer was dedicated, Gustaf Aulén wrote in his book, Christus Victor, “The work of Christ
is first and foremost a victory over the powers which hold \
mankind in bondage: sin, death, and the devil.” It is the
redeeming work of Christ that frees humanity from sin and death,
so that human beings might live and participate in the Easter
reality of Christ’s redeeming work.

Pointing to Christ’s work, 1 John 2:2 reads, “He is the atoning .

sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of



the whole world” (Gk. hilasmds). Hebrews 9:12
reads, “He entered once for all into the Holy Place,
not with the blood of goats and calves, but with his
own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption” (GKk.
lutroo). 1 Corinthians 1:30 reads, “He is the source of
your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom
from God, and righteousness and sanctification and
redemption” (Gk. apolutrdo). “Redeemer” is not
simply a title, but a description of the liberating and
saving work of Christ for the world.

In this way, Christ the Redeemer points to the love
of God for the world, and the self-sacrifice that this
love makes on behalf of others. The love God reveals in Christ is love that always sacrifices for
others. Christ as our Redeemer inspires within us love that is sacrificial and redemptive.

Structurally the statue is cruciform in shape,

suggesting the cross, but with Christ’s arms
outstretched to both embrace and bless the world,
invoking the eternal presence of Christ watching
over the world as promised in Jesus’ words, “And
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the
age” (Mt. 28:20).

The modern relevance of Christ’s continued
presence and self-sacrificial love is suggested in the
way in which, as COVID-19 spread across the

world, the statue was illuminated in March 2020

with the flags of all nations affected by the virus at that time (above left). In April 2020 the
statue was again illuminated at night to represent Christ as a physician and caregiver, honoring
medical caregivers working with the sick and suffering (above right). The significance is
striking: Christ continues to be present in human suffering through the lives and the hands of
those caring for all in need.

The cruciform shape of the risen Christ also suggests the theology of the cross in which
Christ is both hidden and revealed in suffering. As Christ died for the sins of the whole world,
Christ continues with the world “until the end of the age,” redeeming and embracing with
forgiveness all who suffer and die. Martin Luther extensively explored the idea of God’s
hiddenness using the image of larva Dei (masks of God) in his writings. For Luther, we become
masks of God whereby God dwells hidden in and working through our lives. This idea can be
seen in the illuminated Christ above, revealed hidden in the caring hands and presence of
medical caregivers who embody a sacrificial love that suffers with and for others.

Christ Jesus points us to his redeeming presence in our life and work, saying, “As you did it to
one of the least of these... you did it to me” (Mt. 25:40). We realize whether we live in times of
war, peace or even pandemic, Christ is present in every age, suffering, redeeming, giving hope
and encouraging all people, through the work of their hands, to embody divine love toward
fellow human beings. Christ the Redeemer encourages us to participate each day with him in his
redemption of the world. A statue on a hilltop with arms outstretched reminds and encourages
the world of Christ’s redeeming presence, saying, “I am with you always.” Amen.



