Who Do You Say That I Am?
Son of Man

Daniel 7:13a-14

Mark 10:35-45; 13:24-27


Getting to know Jesus is a little bit of a puzzle, isn’t it?  I mean, on the one hand, there’s the Jesus of our Sunday School classes, the one who’s blessing the children and loving us, and dying on Good Friday and rising on Easter, bringing with him lots of lilies and tulips and great festive hymns.  The Jesus who loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so…the one to whom little ones belong.  And that Jesus doesn’t stop being important.  But there’s more to Jesus, even, than those snapshots from his life – or our celebration of it – present.  As Beth mentioned in her sermon last Sunday, each of the four gospels tells the stories of Jesus from a unique and personal perspective.  And that one fact has posed a challenge to people of faith and particularly to scholars for centuries.  People want to examine, to pull apart, the stories, to study their words, and beneath all the layers, unearth the real Jesus, the historical Jesus; not necessarily the Jesus of faith, but the Jesus who was born as a baby, who learned to use a hammer in his dad’s carpenter shop, had friends, maybe got put on time out for misbehavior (remember that scene of Jesus running away while on a family trip and turning up later at the temple?  I wonder how his mom and dad liked that!).  The Jesus who recruited some people to work with him and became a great rabbi.  That search, the quest for the historical Jesus, has consumed many a biblical scholar for years!  As long ago as 1906, theologian Albert Schweitzer wrote the famous book The Quest for the Historical Jesus, summarizing and responding to years of study on the topic during the 18th century.  And most recently, another group of scholars, from diverse backgrounds, came together to debate what in the Bible was authentically said and done by Jesus and what was not.  The group was called the Jesus Seminar, and you may have heard of it, because it caused quite a bit of controversy.  These scholars studied and debated, studied and debated, studied and debated to the point that it could begin to seem like very little in scripture was thought to be said or done by the Jesus who grew up in Nazareth.  In trying to decide if an act or word was done or said by the historical Jesus, they employed a color-coded voting procedure, in which each scholar was given red, pink, gray, and black beads.  Red stood for those sayings and acts that appeared, to them, to be most authentically Jesus himself.  Black, the opposite end of the spectrum, stood for those things that they believed time and the re-telling of stories of our faith had added but which did not appear to be authentic to the person of Jesus.  They were then to drop the appropriate colored bead in the box for each saying or act of Jesus, indicating their vote as to how strongly tied to the historic Jesus this particular story seemed to be.  We want to know Jesus.  We try to get in there and tackle the text, tackle the question, the story, in so many ways, from Bible study to color-coded voting…and yet, isn’t it true that what would really be helpful was if we could just ask, “Jesus, who are you?  Who do you say that you are, Jesus?”


When the elder George Bush was President – George H. W. Bush, that is – a story started floating around about a visit he made to a hospital, to see some of the patients.  He was greeting them, and it became clear that one kind, older man, although very friendly, didn’t seem to recognize the President at all.  President Bush took the man’s hand and asked kindly, “Sir, do you know who I am?”  The man replied, “No, I’m sorry, I don’t.  But if you ask the nurses, they can tell you.”  


In so much of scripture, in so much of the story of Jesus’ life and ministry as we have it, we hear and see the answer others give to Jesus’ central question: “Who do you say that I am?”  We see Peter’s answer, and Thomas’s…we even see the answers of the scribes and Pharisees, and even Pilate: you are the Messiah, you are my Lord and my God, you are a troublemaker, you are the one who claims to be the King of Jews.  We see God’s answer: You are my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.  So many of the names and titles we know and use for Jesus are not the names and titles that Jesus used for himself.  There’s nothing wrong with that.  Jesus was complex so it takes a lot of titles and names to describe him…but in the midst of all we know, in the midst of what we see and hear from others, from God, about who Jesus is….Jesus, who do you say that you are?


And Jesus says, “The Son of Man.”  


The Son of Man.  This may well be, at once, the most intriguing and the most troubling name for Jesus of them all.  It is the name that Jesus always chooses for himself.  It appears 85 times in the gospels, collectively – 72 times in the synoptic gospels, which are Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and 13 times in the Gospel of John.  That’s a lot!  It is by far the most dominant name for Jesus in those four books.  Now, sometimes Matthew, Mark, and Luke record the same story, almost in identical fashion.  When this happens, these passages are often said to be parallels.  If we don’t double-count these parallels, we still find the phrase Son of Man 43 times in the synoptic gospels.
  This is the name Jesus claims for himself, over and over again, throughout the gospels.  Others name Jesus Messiah, Logos, Lord, King, Christ…God names Jesus the very Son of God.  But when Jesus tells us who he is, he tells us, “I am the Son of Man.”


The centrality of this phrase to the gospels and to Jesus’ own discourse makes it intriguing.  This name, this phrase, seems like it could hold a key to our quest, our quest to know who Jesus was, as a person, as a human being…how he saw himself.  It could hold a key – if only we could crack this title.  But, for all its use in the New Testament, Son of Man has proven a tough nut to crack!  It’s been much studied, much poked and prodded by academics and Jesus scholars…but to say that there is any kind of consensus as to what it means when it comes from the mouth of Jesus would be misleading.  This enigmatic little phrase, this puzzling phrase which seems to emphasize the humanity of Jesus and which works in tandem with our title for next week, Son of God, which emphasizes the divinity of Jesus, has become one of the most hotly debated phrases in New Testament scholarship.  Unlike many of the other names and titles for Jesus, this one lacks as clear a history, as clear a definition.    


There are a few things that can be said with certainty, though.  The first is that the phrase “son of man,” which originates in the Hebrew as ben adam
, and which is picked up in Aramaic as bar enas, was a common expression at the time, with two meanings.  The first meaning is simply “a human being.”  The second, which is uniquely Aramaic, is as a pronoun, meaning simply, “I.”  So, when Jesus is speaking of the Son of Man, there is a double-emphasis… “the Son of Man comes not to be served, but to serve,” AND, at the same time, “I come not to be served, but to serve.”  This double-emphasis points clearly to Jesus being the Son of Man.  Unlike the other titles, then, which all tell us something about Jesus, about a role he played in people’s lives, Jesus is defining the Son of Man for us.  Jesus tells us who and what the Son of Man is all about.  

But what does that really mean?  If the best we can say with certainty and agreement is that the phrase “Son of Man” was common in Jesus’ time, that it meant human being and stood in for the pronoun “I,” what does that really mean for us when it comes to knowing Jesus, and what does it really mean for us today?  Jesus, you say that you are the Son of Man.  What does that mean for us as we strive to know you better?


Well, I think it means, first, that Jesus understood himself as a prophet in a great line of prophets, carrying on the great prophetic tradition of his heritage, calling people to faithfulness.  The phrase “Son of Man” can be found in the prophetic tradition that precedes Jesus – most notably in the books of Ezekiel and Daniel.  Jesus stands in and within that tradition, he uses the language of the prophets who came before him to remind the people of their true calling – their true calling to be in relationship with their God, with one another.  Theologian Virginia Mollenkott notes that “Jesus is the one who never forgot that he and the sacred Source were one.  [Jesus] prayed that we all would know that oneness that he felt with the Source, [with God]. Human cruelty stems from forgetting who we are.  We are intended to treat each other lovingly, with respect, and cherish the image of God in each other.”
  


When native converts of the island of Madagascar used to present themselves for baptism, they were often asked, “What first led you to think of becoming Christian?  Was it a particular sermon you heard?  Was it the reading of something particular in the scriptures?”  But their answer was rarely about that which they had heard or read; rather, their answers were about what they saw.  “I knew a man who used to be a thief,” they would say, “or one that was very cruel or unkind to his family.  Now they are changed.  The thief has become an honest man; the other is gentler and kinder to those around him.  There must be something great,” they said, “in a religion that can work such changes.”


It is Jesus who calls us to work those kinds of changes into our lives.  It is Jesus who comes right into the center of our lives, a prophet in a great tradition of prophets, calling us back to ourselves, calling us to faithfulness to God, reminding us that the way to serve God is to serve one another.  He tells the disciples in the passage we heard today that greatness is not achieved by asking of others, but by doing for others – by giving fully of oneself in the service of others.  The Son of Man comes not to be served, but to serve.  Indeed, Jesus says, the true test of faithfulness is to give to the point of emptying ourselves.  Jesus lays down his life for his friends.  Sacrificial giving, giving fully in service to others, is at the core of the message of Jesus-as-prophet.  


Jesus sees himself as a man of his time, as a prophet in a great tradition of prophets, calling people to live faithfully by living a life of service to others, living a life that is an example of the faithfulness to which he calls us all.  True greatness is achieved, he says, by humbling oneself in the service of others.  And what is so interesting in this exchange between Jesus and his disciples is that there is this tension, this sense that “whoever wishes to become great among you must first become your servant.”  Because Jesus, the Son of Man who comes as a servant to others, who sees himself in a long tradition of servant prophets before him, is also, as we know now, destined for greatness.  Jesus sees himself as a man of his time, his heritage, his faith, his tradition – and yet there is a part of Jesus that is beyond his time, different from his tradition.


And so that’s the second thing that I think we can take from this title; that while Jesus is rooted in his tradition and heritage, he also points beyond it, to something bigger, something broader.  Because in addition to the servant Son of Man, we see in the gospels an image of the exalted Son of Man, the Son of Man surrounded by power and glory.  This image is actually first found in the prophetic book of Daniel, but its parallel is nearly exact in the gospels.  The prophet Daniel reports seeing “one like a Son of Man” or “one like a human being” coming “with the clouds of heaven” and coming before the Ancient of Days, before God.  In Daniel’s prophesy, this one “like a Son of Man” represents the coming kingdom, the kingdom on earth that could be embodied in the People of God, in the way they lived, in the way they served and loved God and one another.  Jesus knew that passage – Jesus, the Son of Man, recognized himself in that passage.  Jesus, whether he glimpsed it fully or not, sensed that his message was bigger than this day, that his service was to be the greatest kind of service…that the Kingdom of God was fully embodied in the way that he lived…that he came to offer us the possibility of making that very same kingdom present and available even now, on earth, if only we could live into it.  Jesus, the Son of Man, lays down his life for his friends, because he understood that the way to greatness is to serve fully, emptying ourselves for those we love, and he points us to something greater, too.  


In that vision of Daniel’s, that glorified son of man that he sees coming on the clouds represents the coming Kingdom of God, a kingdom that can and will be embodied in the People of God, in the way that they live.  Jesus comes as that glorified Son of Man – he is the embodiment of God’s kingdom here on earth.  He is the one whose humble servanthood, whose loving kindness, whose selfless giving, whose faithfulness to God reveals the kingdom.  Jesus, the glorified Son of Man, the embodiment of God’s kingdom here on earth, shows us the way to true greatness, the way to the kingdom.  Jesus comes to show us the way, and Jesus says, “You can do this, too. You can bring heaven here on earth, too.”  His life and teaching points the way to what can be, to what is to come, to the fulfillment of Daniel’s vision…the time when God’s kingdom can be embodied by the People of God, when all of God’s children will live humbly and lovingly, serving God by serving others.  Now, maybe we can’t do this as perfectly as Jesus did it, but when we follow Jesus’ lead, little glimpses of the kingdom can be seen, right here and now.  When we follow Jesus’ example, we have the power to inspire others to work to bring the kingdom, too.




In the face of tough times for our country, NBC Nightly News has added a brief segment about those who are making a difference for others, by giving of themselves.  Viewers are invited to submit stories from their own communities, and this past week, a woman named Theresa from Coon Rapids, Minnesota, shared this story: “As I stood in the grocery line the other day, I saw that an envelope was being passed from person to person.  When it came to me, I saw that there was a message on it.   It read, ‘There is $50 in this envelope for your groceries.  Take it if you need it.  If not, pass it on.’  I passed it on,” she said, “and as I watched it move through the line, what touched me the most was that many people not only passed it on, they added money to it.”
  And that, right there, that may have been the Kingdom of God breaking through for just a moment.  We are called to give of ourselves, to pour out our love and tenderness for one another, to make a difference for our friends, our neighbors.


The Son of Man was a man of his time, standing right in the center of the prophetic tradition, calling people to faithfulness, loving God and others.  But the Son of Man points us up there, beyond somewhere, to that place we might call heaven or the Kingdom of God.  When we follow that Son of Man’s example, little pieces of heaven, little glimpses of the glory of God’s Kingdom can be felt and seen. We are called to follow Jesus in doing the work of the prophet, the work that author Walter Bruggermann says is “to nurture, nourish, and evoke a consciousness and perception alternative to…the dominant culture around us,”
 that culture that says “I want,” “I need,” “give me.”  The work of being a prophet is essentially countercultural…like Jesus, we are bounded by, rooted in our time, our heritage, our culture…but, like Jesus, we are called to move beyond that, to push forward, to call people to live faithfully, to look out there and beyond to the very kingdom of God.


We are all prophets of that which is yet to be, of that which can be…moving forward through the ages…following Jesus…calling ourselves and the world to faithfulness, to love of God and of neighbor…to a greatness that comes only by a life lived in service.  We want to know Jesus more fully, to understand Jesus more deeply…and so we ask, “But Jesus, who do you say that you are?”  And Jesus tells us, “I am the Son of Man…I am a prophet in a line of prophets, a human being, like you, called to greatness through a life of service…I am the breaking through of God’s Kingdom…I am the Son of Man…come and follow.”


Will you follow?
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