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If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.

A young woman arrived at her new appointment. She was excited and looking forward to her work. The director assigned to meet the new appointee was surprised and greeted her with the words; “I was expecting a tall, blond haired, blue eyed, athletic type like your predecessor. So, you’re telling me, you are the new appointee? I was not expecting a woman and not one of such short stature. So, you really are the new appointee?”

         When we have expectations and the reality of life does not meet with them then we often have difficulty accepting the reality. Many Jews were expecting a Messiah, that is, a leader, an “anointed one” a Hero, at the time of Jesus. However, what they were expecting was a charismatic leader who would restore the Kingdom of David and clear the countryside of Romans. They were not expecting a mild mannered, charismatic teacher and healer.

        John’s gospel sets the scene for the confrontation with Jesus by telling us that they met Jesus in the temple, in the portico of Solomon, in winter, at the time of the commemoration of the Jewish Festival of the Dedication, an eight-day celebration of the rededication of the Temple.  This piece of information, while it may seem trivial, is in fact an important piece of information that is connecting Jesus to why the leaders are anxious if he is the Messiah and, if so, then when does he intend to declare himself as such.     

      
Some 200 years earlier the mad King of Syria, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, looted and desecrated the temple by offering unclean animal sacrifices; polluting the temple; erecting a statue of Zeus, and dedicating it to Jupiter Olympius.  Under the leadership of Judas Maccabees, the Jews defeated two of Antiochus's well-equipped armies, and regained their independence for a while.  The rededication of the temple was celebrated as the "Festival of Lights." That was the last time the Jews had an independent state before the Romans came and took over the country.

         According to John’s Gospel, it is clear that the Jewish leadership – although they were in collusion with the Romans - had been discussing the behavior of Jesus. He was 
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going from town to town preaching the Good News of the Kingdom of God; he had a close-knit band of followers called Apostles, and he had a large following of disciples; 

the people were amazed at his teaching; so, perhaps he was gathering momentum to announce that he would be their king, form an army and lead the country. Winter would be a good time to form an army and then go to war in the spring. The Jewish leaders were convinced to some degree that, even though they were suspicious of him, they had better check him out because they were afraid of the people. They approached him in the temple and asked him, How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly?  Much to their surprise Jesus responded immediately: I have told you, and you do not believe.

         The kingdom he brought was not one based on military might but on spiritual strength, an interior kingdom based on a relationship with God that was not only personal but had community implications and consequences. The kingdom they were expecting was the ouster of Rome and the reinstatement of a Davidic king. John’s gospel points out that the Jewish authorities could not grasp this idea. 

          John begins his gospel with representatives of the Jewish leadership going to John the Baptist asking him if he were the Messiah and John tells them that he is the voice of one crying in the wilderness, Make straight the way of the Lord. He then goes on to tell them that there is one coming after him and he identifies Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.  Then Jesus calls his disciples and goes to Cana where he changes water into wine at a wedding. After this he then he goes to the Temple for Passover and he runs the money changers out of the temple saying Take these things out of her! Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace
                John tells the story of Nicodemus coming to Jesus at night to discuss Jesus’ teachings with him. Nicodemus failed to grasp the meaning of being born again, or to put it another way, to be born anew by water and the Spirit. The implication of this story is that if Nicodemus couldn’t understand Jesus, then the Sanhedrin could not understand him. 
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John the Baptist came preaching fire and brimstone, demanding people to get baptized and change their way. Jesus came with a similar message but instead of fire and brimstone he invited people to think about what he was offering them. The Kingdom of God is within you was his message. If the Kingdom of God is within you then you have to look at God differently, at yourself and your neighbor differently. Throughout the Gospels we have stories about the implications of the Kingdom of God being within us.  Questions like “Who is my neighbor?” Stories about an unjust judge; a neighbor who comes knocking at a door looking for bread after the neighbor had gone to bed.  Stories of healing, forgiveness, compassion. This is the kingdom that Jesus wants to create and it is difficult to grasp if you fail to understand the spiritual language he is using.

              Those who chose to follow Jesus know his voice. That is, they understand what he stands for. It takes time to do this. Just because we are baptized into Christianity does not make us Christian. We become Christian as we imitate the life of Jesus in word and example. Like sheep, we follow the leader as we imitate his life through our respect for others, our compassion, our forgiveness, our openness.  According to John, Jesus said, The father and I are one. How we become one with God is to open our hearts and minds, be still and know that I am God. It is in the silent meditation of our heart that we hear the voice of God speaking to us, inviting us to metanoia, change of heart, and calling us to follow Jesus.

               To be a disciple of Jesus is like fighting for the kingdom. We are going to get bruised and hurt. To follow Jesus is to live a life that is counter-culture, to go out of our way for justice and peace; it is to take a stand that may in fact be against the mainstream. There are consequences for following Jesus and being part of the kingdom of God. Jesus said that to be his disciple we have to take up our cross and follow him. In the Book of Revelation it is pointed out that those around the throne of God are those who have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the lamb. For this reason they are before the throne of God. 
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People called to live a Christian or a spiritual life and who take this calling seriously, often find themselves at odds with the main stream and find themselves hurt, maligned, sidelined, etc. but they do not go away, they take their stand because of their conscience and they are willing to pay the price for not following the crowd.

           They come to the end of life’s journey often bloodied and bruised, not necessarily literally, but emotionally. Often they are laughed at, mocked, ignored, put down. They may be on the right or they may be on the left, and often they are close to one or other end of the theological and political spectrum. But there they stand, like Jesus, a beacon of light, calling us, challenging us, inviting us to a metanoia, a change of heart, inviting us into the kingdom of God, reminding us that the kingdom of God is within us and that when we accept this, when we fully comprehend this, our lives will change. 


The author of the Book of Revelation says They will hunger no more, and thirst no more, the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching wing heat; for the lam at the center of the throne will be their shepherd and he will guide them to springs of water of life, and God will wipe away every tear from their eye.

                 Any day is Christmas. Any day is Easter or Pentecost. Any day is the Feast of Dedication. Jesus says, the Father and I at one. To be “at one” with God we simply have to atone for what caused us to separate ourselves from God, change our direction and become one with God in the kingdom of God within us and we will experience the promise of eternal life. 

                   Jesus has told us he is he Messiah. The question now for us is, “Do I believe him or do I seek a softer and easier way of life?” This is not an intellectual ascent; this is a commitment with personal and communal implications. We follow Christ knowing that though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil; for God is with me, God ‘s rod and staff are my comfort.  Amen.                         

