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Mark 8:27-29;Matthew 28:1-10
WHO DO YOU SAY THAT I AM?  CHRIST


It’s Easter, a good day, a happy day, so let’s start with a joke.  Three people are standing at the pearly gates, hoping to be allowed entrance by St. Peter.  To enter, each must answer one question correctly.  If they fail, the gates of heaven remain closed and they are sent to that other place for all eternity.  St. Peter asks the first person, “What happens at Christmas?”  She answers that Christmas is a holiday that involves a man in a red suit giving presents to children and flying on a sled from the North Pole.  Peter responds, “I’m sorry, you have left out the birth of Jesus.”  Peter pulls on a great lever, the clouds open to reveal a chute to neverafter, a great heat rises from the chute, the person drops into the chute and is gone.  St. Peter then asks the second person, “What happens on Maundy Thursday?”  The man answers, “On Maundy Thursday folks gather for a great supper, of turkey, stuffing, and pumpkin pie.  They watch football and then shop for Christmas.”  While reaching for the lever, St. Peter says, “You’ve got your Thursdays confused and you forgot Jesus.”  St. Peter pulls the lever and number two is gone.  St. Peter asks the third person, “Can you tell me about Easter?”  She answers, “Easter is the holiday that remembers a righteous man.”  Peter nods yes.  She continues, “The man traveled far and wide and taught and healed amidst a group of supporters and friends.”  Peter smiles and nods yes.  “But this man was scorned and executed and thrown in a burial cave, yet on the third day the cave was opened.”  Peter, showing some excitement, nods yes, yes.  The woman continues, “And the man came out into the light…and each year if he sees his shadow there are six more weeks of winter.”  

I particularly like this joke because I am married to someone who is a gifted scholar but who was surprised to learn just recently that Thanksgiving is always on a Thursday.  Some of the details about holidays can be hard to remember.  In a similar way, the full meaning and impact of Easter can be hard to grasp.  In preparation for Easter, during the season of Lent, and just in case St. Peter ends up asking you about this - Lent is the 40 days prior to Easter excluding Sundays - anyway, during Lent we have been grappling with the realization that Jesus can be a challenge to understand.  So many words are used to explain him, so many names given him, so many titles ascribed to him.  Here in worship we thought about Jesus as logos, Son of Man, Son of God, Savior, and King. This Easter morning we ponder the title Messiah or Christ, two words that hold the exact same meaning, Messiah the Hebrew form, Christ, the Greek.

Clearly there is something particularly unique about this title.  The frequency with which this title is used alone demonstrates its significance.  In the New Testament Jesus is referred to as Messiah or Christ 531 times.  By the time Paul is writing his letters, Christ is employed almost like a last name for Jesus.  We don’t very often say Jesus Logos or Word Jesus or King Jesus.  But we do say Jesus Christ, a lot.  This morning we sang that it is Christ who arose.  Obviously Christ is more than a last name; there’s more meaning to it than Jesus Smith or Jesus Jones.  It’s Jesus Christ.  Why?  What’s in that title?  What did and does that mean?

Literally, Messiah or Christ means the anointed one.  And to anoint means to touch, rub or smear an object or person with oil.  Now that might strike some of us as kind of gooey or sticky, not all that pleasant.  But many ancient people believed that rubbing oil onto a person’s body could impart health, strength and beauty.  In ancient Israel, anointing a person with oil served a couple of purposes.  It had the practical purpose of cleansing the body.  In those days, hygiene practices were a tad different from what we are now used to, bathing was rare and oil was used to remove dirt and bugs from the skin, even lice.  But anointing also carried a sacred purpose.  Anointing a person with oil was a way to set a person apart, a way to identify a person as set apart for a sacred purpose.  Kings in ancient Israel were not crowned, they were anointed with oil.  According to rabbinic tradition, olive oil mixed with spices like myrrh, cinnamon or calamus was poured onto their heads in a circle to form a crown.  This act of anointing demonstrated that this individual, this King, was set apart, was chosen by God, was blessed by God with authority, strength and honor. 

So when we say Jesus Christ, we are literally saying that Jesus is the Anointed One.  We are proclaiming that Jesus was chosen by God for a special purpose.  We are stating that Jesus wasn’t elected by the people for an important position.  We are acknowledging that Jesus didn’t win his way to a prominent position because of his charismatic personality.  When we profess that Jesus is Christ, we are boldly proclaiming that Jesus was chosen by God for a singularly extraordinary purpose.  There aren’t a bunch of other christs out there, Jesus is the one Christ, called, chosen by God for a special purpose.

It is a purpose no one else has or could ever fulfill; a purpose most fully understood when combined with a deep yearning for hope.  In Judaism, the faith out of which Christianity was born, there’s a less literal meaning given to the word Messiah or Christ.  To be the Messiah, to be Christ, was to be the one who would make things right, who would make life, make everything right.  Jesus the Christ, the anointed one, was chosen by God for the singular extraordinary purpose, of being the one who for all time would make things right.  

On the first Sunday of Lent, we took our first look at the theme Scripture from Mark.  In Caesarea Philippi, surrounded by symbols of gods worshiped by Greeks and Romans, Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?”  Peter answers, “You are the Messiah.”  Peter is bringing to that statement all of the longing and hopes of his people, the hope for a Messiah, the one who would make things right.  Life in that time was beyond miserable.  The people of Israel were oppressed, so poor, always hungry, always afraid of Rome’s next violent act.  As mentioned last week, many believed the Messiah would appear as a King, leading an armed and victorious insurrection.  Instead, Jesus arrives and in this exchange, we witness Peter beginning to understand, comprehension is dawning.  It’s like we can see Peter thinking and saying, “Jesus, you’re so not what we expected but you are the Messiah, the one who will make things right.”  Sometimes I hear Peter not so much making a bold statement, rather I hear him wondering, “Uhm, You’re the Messiah?”  You, who preach love and compassion, self-sacrifice, you are the one that’s really going to make things all right?

How Peter and the others must have wondered if they were all wrong on that Friday for the one who was chosen by God to make things right died a horribly painful and humiliating death.  That just could not have felt right.  Then Easter dawned.  Death could not hold him back.  Everything was changing again.  Maybe all would be right.  For Jesus Christ, the anointed one, chosen by God to make things right was out of the tomb and loose in the world.  People expected Jesus to stay in his burial cave.  Instead he was out, loose in the world, showing up, a living presence to others.

In Matthew’s telling of the Easter story read earlier, the women respond to Jesus’ presence in a way that is just so understandable.  They grab his feet.  They hold onto him. They don’t want to let him go.  One preacher likened this to our childhood desire to catch fireflies or lightening bugs on a warm summer night.  There’s something about their shining, blinking light, we want to capture it.  Yet once imprisoned, even with holes punched into the top of the jar for air, their light and lives burn out.  Jesus could not be held back, by death, by a stone in front of a burial cave, by women hanging onto his feet.  Jesus the Christ, the anointed one, chosen for a purpose would not stay where people expected him to be.  He was out, loose and ready to keep moving, a living presence to others.  Maybe that shouldn’t have been much of a surprise.  That was a pattern with Jesus.  He was rarely where he was expected to be.  At 12, he slipped away from his parents and stayed to talk with rabbis at the temple.  As an adult, rather than worshiping in the Temple, Jesus was more likely to be dining with society’s outcasts. Sometimes I imagine Mary having to put the toddler Jesus back into bed night after night after he crawled out, escaping his crib.  Jesus was rarely where he was expected to be because he simply refused to be held back.  


On Easter, not even death could hold Christ back.  He emerged from a burial cave, and people experienced his living presence.  And with his escape, said to his disciples then and to us today, follow me.  Follow me.  Don’t let anything hold you back.  Follow me.  And when you do that, life will be right.  Jesus Christ, the anointed one, the chosen one, is loose in the world calling us to follow him and when we do, life is right, our relationship with God is whole, our lives are whole and God’s will is done. Loose in the world Christ calls us to obey the greatest commandment of all, to love God, love others, love self, all is right. Remember, three times in the New Testament, we are urged to believe in Jesus.  87 times we are urged to follow him.  

Loose in the world, Christ calls to us saying follow me, walk away from the grave of fear and embrace the risky business of loving and doing justice.  Walk away from the lonely grave of caring primarily about yourself, and make things right by loving others, even to the point of self-sacrifice, even when the giving hurts or is costly.  Everything Jesus said and did pointed to this one fundamental – loving God and others is how life is made right.  Loose in the world, Christ continues to issue that help and that challenge.

This week, we have watched and read the riveting story of Captain Richard Phillips who, in exchange for the freedom of his crew, offered himself as hostage to Somali pirates.  Recently the Sunday morning Bible Study read the story of Arland Williams Jr. who survived the 1982 crash that plunged a plane into the icy Potomac River.  78 other passengers died in the crash but Williams and five others survived and clinging to life, they held on to the plane’s half submerged tail, until a police helicopter arrived 20 minutes later.  Twice, the helicopter lowered a life line that Williams grabbed and twice he passed it on to others, a flight attendant and a severely injured man.  Before the line could be lowered another time, the plane and Williams disappeared beneath the icy water.  Few of us will be confronted with those life and death decisions, thank God.  But this week, our youth fasted for 30 hours to raise money to feed those who are hungry. Feeding people, inviting the new kids at school to sit with you at lunch, being gracious in the grocery store, visiting someone who is lonely, offering shelter, that’s walking out of the grave of selfishness to love and make things right.  That’s living by Christ’s example.  That’s making things right.


Jesus Christ, the anointed one was chosen by God for the extraordinary purpose of making things right.  Loose in the world Christ calls to us urging us to follow his example. Walk out of the grave of fear and selfishness and get out there, loose in the world loving God and others.  Then, with Christ, we make things right.  Where are you going to be, alone, fearful in some burial cave or with Christ, loose in the world, spreading God’s love and making things right?   
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