Who Do You Say That I Am?

Mark 8:27-31


This past week, I thought a lot about Jesus.  I know it’s sort of my job to think about Jesus regularly, but this week I thought about Jesus even more intently than usual.  This past week I thought a lot about who Jesus was – and who he is.  Who he was to his friends, his family, what his life was like, what his ministry felt like…and in my process of thinking and reading and reflecting and preparing to write this sermon, I did what any good preacher would do.  I went to the mall.


You weren’t expecting that, were you?


But I did.  I went to the Northshore Mall.  Because what I wanted to think about was the passage we heard today, the story where Jesus is traveling with his disciples and stops just outside of Caesarea Philippi, and asks them about his identity.  Jesus’ choice to go to that particular place, to that particular city, is an interesting one, because as the cover to your order of worship tells you, Caesarea Philippi was an ancient city that was just full of temples.  It’s also a place that has an abundant water supply – it’s home to one of the largest springs feeding the Jordan River.  This abundant water supply meant that the land here was extremely fertile, and it became a popular place for religious worship.  Temples sprung up all over the area, first to the Syrian god Baal (you know, the one whose 40 prophets Elijah defeated on Mt. Carmel, much to Jezebel’s dismay?); and then to the Greek god Pan, whose birthplace was said to be in a nearby cave; and then to the gods of Rome; and finally to the godhead of the Roman emperor.
  And there, in the midst of that landscape scattered with Syrian temples, from which Greek gods looked down from on-high, under the looming shadow of the white marble temple of Caesar, Jesus of Nazareth stood, and asked twelve regular men from Galilee who they believed him to be.
  Jesus stands there, in the shadow of the glitz and the glamour and the distractions of the world, and asks simply, “Who do you say that I am?”


Well not simply.  Because that’s a big question, and while its answer may seem simple on the face of it, the way that we answer that question is really the crux of our spiritual journeys, the ongoing struggle and learning of a life of Christian faith.


And so, anyway, that’s why I went to the mall to think about Jesus.  I couldn’t go to Caesarea Philippi.  Not this week, anyway.  And we don’t really have anyplace where the temples of past and present gods and the houses and seats of empire and power crash up against each other in quite that way.  But we do have places that are filled with the glitz and the glamour and the desires and distractions of the world…and so I chose one of them, and I went there.  


But that’s not the only reason I chose to go to the mall.  I spent the four years of my college career and then three years after I graduated from college working in retail, ultimately as a store manager, and so I spent a lot of time in malls.  And during those seven years, in the middle of changing window displays, unpacking boxes of freight, writing schedules, and changing lightbulbs, Jesus kept showing up there in the mall asking, “Who do you say that I am?”  


Jesus would show up when, at the last minute, an associate couldn’t come in for her shift because of a personal crisis or a death in the family.  Jesus would show up when an associate would take the extra time to really listen to a customer’s answer to the question “How are you today?”  Jesus would show up when in the midst of crazy holiday shopping, filled with long lines and short tempers, strangers made connections – allowed someone running late to go ahead of them in line, picked up and returned someone else’s dropped glove, smiled kindly at one another, chatted with impatient children.  It might sound strange, but in all those years of retail, Jesus showed up a lot, walking right into the midst of the everyday, standing there in front of the temples, and asking “Who do you say that I am?  With your words, with your actions, with your living, who do you say – who will you say – that I am?”  I went to the mall to think about those moments, to be reminded that in our everyday actions, in our human connections, in the choices we make, in the words we choose, we say something about our answer to that question.  We say something about Jesus and Jesus’ place in our lives.


The disciples were asked to say something about Jesus and about Jesus’ place in their lives.  They were asked, in essence, to name Jesus – to make a claim on Jesus, to place him in their lives.  As biblical scholar N.T. Wright points out, this is no small task.  “What you say about Jesus,” says Wright, “affects your entire worldview.  If you see Jesus differently, everything changes.”
  And it seems that the disciples were being invited to see Jesus differently.  Because first Jesus asks them, “Who do others say that I am?”  They have a list of answers, “Elijah, John the Baptist, one of the prophets…”  It is in response to what they have heard, to what they have been told, that Jesus asks them for their own assessment: “But who do you say that I am?”


I feel like it may seem sort of surprising that students who have spent years in seminary learning about Jesus, who feel called to follow Jesus, feel called into ministry by our loving God might struggle with answering that question, and yet, in moving from the intellectual (John the Baptist, Elijah, one of the prophets) to the deeply personal (but you who you say that I am?), defining of who Jesus is can move us beyond words and thought and can feel sort of tough to get at.  Questions like What do you feel about Jesus?  Where is Jesus in your heart and your life?  How does Jesus move within your soul?, can feel tough to get at.   We may all, all of us, students, and ministers, and faithful followers alike, become shy or self-conscious when asked to pull that answer, that answer we feel so deeply, from the depths of our souls.

 In an essay reflecting on this morning’s passage from Mark, retired Episcopal priest Thomas Woodward recounts a moment from his own pre-ordination examination.  He, along with other candidates for ordination, was required to go through this examination before the bishop and “a learned [elder of the church].”
  He recalls that all was going smoothly and “according to expectations until someone mentioned Jesus Christ in responding to one of the set questions.  The learned deacon leaned forward in his overstuffed chair and addressed the other candidate for ordination in the room.  ‘Well, Alan,’ he said, ‘that is quite interesting:  “Jesus Christ.” That certainly raises an interesting question.  Alan, what think ye of Christ?”
  


Woodward continues, “I was relieved that it was Alan and not I who had been addressed. The bishop, however, saved the situation by interrupting Alan's soft mutterings with an innocuous question about protocols in hospital calling. Alan had been assisted in escaping what St. Peter could not.”
  


I will confess that in my own process of moving toward ordination, no single question caused me to sweat so much as the very one that caused poor Alan to fall silent.  At my first meeting with the Judson Committee on the Ministry, one of the ministers on that committee looked at me across the table – it was the closing seconds of the meeting.  We had talked for over an hour about my seminary experience, my call to ministry, and all sorts of things, and we were literally in the wrapping-up/pleasantry sort of mode when this happened – and he said to me, “So, Julie…who is Jesus Christ to you?”  I didn’t sweat because I had no sense of an answer.  For me, and, I suspect, for poor Alan, the problem was that it was an answer so much in my heart, so deep and so personal, that to try and put words to it seemed utterly terrifying.  And what if this man didn’t like my answer?  To have my personal sense of who Jesus is to me deemed “wrong” seemed a terrifying prospect.  So much of our faith, our personal, ever-changing, ever-growing faith, is contained in our answer to Jesus’ question: “Who do you say that I am?”  Our instinct, so often, is to answer with words of scholars, or quotes from the Bible, even, because the real answers, the ones deep within our hearts, are just so deeply personal.  And yet the words of scholars, quotes from the Bible, even, helpful and instructive, and informative as they are, don’t take us to the heart of Jesus’ real question.  They get at the preliminary question: “Who do others say that I am?”  But Jesus pushes the disciples – and us – further and deeper: “Who do you say that I am?”  


This Lenten season, we’ll be exploring both of Jesus’ questions more deeply, as we look together at some of the many names and titles used for Jesus both in his own time and in the days, months, and years that followed.  There is some fascinating history in these names and titles – intriguing information about how and when and why certain titles evolved, interesting etymologies of words and the ways in which they were often steeped in tradition or borrowed from everyday discourse.  That history is important.  It offers us a glimpse into the world and the lives of those who walked with Jesus as well as the world and lives of the early Christians who followed.  Harvard Divinity School professor Francois Bovon (who is coming to speak here the evening of Palm Sunday) teaches a course entitled “Early Images of Jesus Christ.”  At the outset of that course, Professor Bovon asks the question, “Who is Jesus Christ for you?”  This question, he says, became a question of pivotal importance for early Christians, as they sought to explain the unique and wonderful place of Jesus in the world and in their lives.  So the question of history and of what is past is important.  It will help us answer Jesus’ first question: “Who do others say that I am?”  


But Professor Bovon also notes that the same question that was of such pivotal importance for early Christians is of pivotal importance for us today.  Who is Jesus Christ for you?  The many varied names and titles for Jesus offer us different ways of looking at Jesus, of understanding his life, work, and ministry.  These titles have something to say to us today, as we continue to strive to answer Jesus’ second question: “But who do you say that I am?”


Jesus’ question to his disciples – and to us – places a great deal of power in their hands…and in ours, and it explains why names and titles for Jesus are so rich, so varied, and often so personal.  Naming is a powerful process.  Names define those people and things upon which they are bestowed.  In her novel A Wind in the Door, author Madeleine L’Engle illustrates this power of naming with incredible urgency.  In the novel, a battle for the very soul of the cosmos is raging in the microscopic cells of a little boy named Charles.  The forces of darkness are trying to overpower him – and all the forces of goodness – trying to X them out, to drag them into nothingness.  The only thing that can stop the darkness from achieving victory is for his true identity to be named by others and his life filled with being.  In the story, his older sister Margaret cries out, “I hold you, I love you, I name you.  You are not nothing.  You are.  I Name you Charles…I fill you with Naming.  Be! [italics added]”


In the depths of our hearts, on the paths of our journeys, in the living out of our faith, we stand before Jesus, surrounded by the glitz and glamour, and distractions of the world, and we confront that question: Who do you say that I am?  And we answer, “We hold you, we love you, we name you.”  We name you Messiah.  We name you Logos.  We name you Rabbi. We name you Son of God.  We name you Son of Man, King, Christ, Lord…we name you.  We fill you with naming, and ask that your Spirit may fill our hearts and ours minds with understanding.  Be in our hearts.  Be in our lives.  Be in the love we show one another, in the choices that we make, in the words that we speak.  We welcome you in this Lenten season, Jesus.  Be here with us.   


Amen.   
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