When Darkness Descends
Jeremiah 4:23-28; Psalm 19; Philippians 2:4-18; Mark 15:33-39
Depending on where we live, we may fish in different rivers, climb different mountains, or grow
different plants. But no matter where we live, on this third Sunday of the season of Creation we are
reminded that we all gaze upon the same sky. This week, Sky Sunday reminds us that just as day
and night are connected, even though they never happen at the same time, so are we as people
connected throughout Earth. Our two focus scriptures this week Jeremiah and Mark stand in contrast
to one another, reminding us that even when it feels as if everything we love is being taken away,
there is a deeper wisdom which insists that destruction will never be the full end. The prophecy of
Jeremiah lands us right in the middle of the impending doom and destruction that is about to befall
Judah. The siege of Judah by the Babylonians is close at hand and will eventually result in the exile
of the people of Judah. But the description is not limited to details that befall a people simply as a
matter of political unrest. The prophecy is not just for a time; it applies to a wider audience and
across history. Yes, it speaks of consequences of particular political mistakes, but Jeremiah is
concerned with the deeper roots of the catastrophe. He suggests the deeper roots are related to a
spiritual foolishness that has taken hold among the people of Judah.
As we have journeyed through the Gospel of Mark we have been enabled us to see Jesus in a
variety of settings. We have watched him as he preached, but Mark hasn’t given us many words from
Jesus’s sermons. Mostly we have been allowed to watch Jesus in action. Jesus has attracted great
crowds, but the grown-ups don’t seem to know what to make of him. The focus moves from these
crowds back toward Jesus’s disciples. Now the disciples will be given the opportunity to get a good
look at Jesus.
And in this way, the disciples are like all of us here this morning. Why are we here in church
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this Sunday? Undoubtedly there are many reasons why you would get out of bed and come to church
on this September day. Let’s say that the primary reason you are here this morning is that you want
to get a good view of Jesus. That’s good, because that is exactly what Mark wants to give you—a
good view of Jesus.
While we are attempting to get a good view of Jesus, we are also reminded how the story
ends in today’s reading. We begin to see what Jesus meant about how his story would end. As we
have journeyed through Mark, we’ve heard a number of stories in which someone who is blind
miraculously receives their sight because of Jesus. They can’t receive their sight until Jesus
miraculously opens their eyes. To extend the metaphor, there is a sense in which we can’t see
Jesus, really see him, unless he opens our eyes.
When we look up at the sky in the daytime we see only blue or perhaps a few clouds floating
against that pristine sky (or raining cats and dogs like it is today). But at night, on a clear night, when
the darkness descends, as we look to the sky we see a totally different sight. We see worlds far
beyond our world as we struggle to grasp the enormity of the cosmos.
Like the story of the blind person in Mark 8:22-26, the disciples who travelled with him are
beginning to see Jesus more clearly but not yet completely. Just as the blind man in that miraculous
healing in chapter 8, who begins to see people looking like trees, so the disciples are beginning to
see Jesus as a great teacher, a prophet, or a wonder worker, but they have not completely,
accurately seen him for who he is.
Then there is that great moment, which is the climax of Mark’s Gospel, wherein Jesus turns to
his disciples and asks in effect, “What do people say they see when they look at me?”
His disciples answer, “Well, there are those like Herod who think you are John the Baptist,
others who think you look like Elijah come back from the dead, or maybe one of the prophets.” John,
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Elijah, and the prophets were all great figures in Israel’s history and, in John’s case, in the story of
Jesus.
It’s all well and good to know how the public is receiving Jesus—what nine out of ten
Canadians think of him. All of these are probably positive perceptions of him. But then Jesus turns
from asking about how the general public perceives him to that momentous question, “But who do
you see?”
Peter’s hand is the first to go up. He answers without hesitation, “You are the Christ.” Of
course, that is the right answer. I remind you that it is the answer that we were given way back on the
very first Sunday of 2018. Right at the beginning of Mark’s Gospel, Mark tells us directly who Jesus
is. This is Jesus Christ, the Messiah, God’s Son.
Rather strangely, when Peter makes his confession, Jesus tells him not to tell anybody about
him. This is the so-called Markan “messianic secret.” Why would Jesus tell Peter not to say to
anyone who Jesus really is? Probably because Jesus wants to take his time in revealing his true
identity. He wants to continue working with his disciples, patiently unpacking the truth about him until
they truly have their eyes opened and see who Jesus is.
And that patient unpacking is a good explanation for “the messianic secret,” because please
note that right then Jesus doesn’t simply accept Peter’s answer—you are the Christ—but rather,
Jesus begins to teach him, and in teaching Peter, Jesus teaches all the rest of us. Peter has gotten a
good, accurate view of Jesus, but he needs to keep growing in his perspective on Jesus.
Jesus teaches that “the Human One must suffer many things and be rejected . . . and be
killed, and then, after three days, rise from the dead.”
Peter is stunned. Peter has answered rightly—you are the Messiah—and yet what Peter
meant when he said “Messiah” needs further correction and instruction. And that’s just what Jesus
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gives to Peter—and to us.
It’s all too easy to take a term like Messiah or prime minister or friend and use it as a sort of
blank screen on which we can project anything we please. I expect that when Peter said “Messiah,”
he was looking at Jesus and seeing a future powerful, political, messianic leader—some powerful
general who would ride into town, raise an army, and finally throw the Romans out, establishing a
brand new King of David government. After all, that was exactly what many people of the day hoped
for in the long-awaited messiah.
But Jesus sternly corrects him and even calls Peter “Satan.”
It is said that almost 80% of Canadians believe in God, well sort of . . . , but I expect that the
Son of God, Messiah, that we meet this morning in our Gospel is not the God that those sam e
Canadians are believing in.
Stanley Hauerwas says that when most people say God, they don’t know what they’re talking
about. Theologian David Bentley Hart criticizes the so-called “new atheists” like Richard Dawkins and
Christopher Hitchens by saying that the God that they refuse to believe in is not the God whom
Christians believe in anyway.
So when somebody says to you, “I don’t believe that Jesus Christ is the Messiah, the Son of
God,” you are perfectly justified in asking, “Tell me about the Messiah that you don’t think Jesus is.”
We come to church hoping to see Jesus, asking for him to open our eyes and cure us of our vision
problems, awaiting further self-disclosure by Jesus about his true identity and what he means for
each of us. And some Sundays, by God’s grace, that is exactly what we get. Our eyes are opened
and we see. “You are the Christ, the Son of God, the hope of the world.”
I hope this Sunday will be something like that for you. And if you should see Jesus, please
know that your seeing is itself a gift of a gracious, loving God who opens your eyes to that which you
When Darkness Descends.ser.wpd

4

would be unable to see on your own.
You may have seen the drawing that the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein made famous, that
simple drawing that looks sort of like a duck. You can see the duck’s eyes and the big beak. But then
someone says to you, “No, that’s not a duck. That’s a rabbit.” You look, and that’s exactly what it now
looks like—a rabbit. The duck’s beak has, in an instant, become the rabbit’s ears.
That little drawing is a philosophical experiment that illustrates a profound truth. We often see
what we are looking for, and sometimes that’s all we see until someone helps us to see more clearly.
Presumably, when lots of people looked at Jesus, they saw the fulfillment of all of their messianic
hopes and dreams, the granting of all their hearts’ desires.
But the good news is that Jesus not only comes to us; he corrects us, he gives us a more
accurate view of the true and living God than we could have on our own. Looking at Jesus is like
looking through the Hubble telescope for God. He is the truth about God but not a sec ret, obscure,
arcane truth. He is the open secret, the good news for all, the vision that is not content to remain
hidden.
In the Hindu Vedas, there is a parable about a m an who enters a darkened room. Over in one
corner of the room, he sees a coiled object. Is that coil a poisonous snake ready to strike, or is it only
a harmless coil of rope? The man brings a lamp into the room, then shines its revealing light into
every corner.
The Vedas say that this is the whole point of philosophy—to bring enlightenment and to calm
our fears by showing us that, when seen through a proper perspective, many of the things we fear in
this life are not fearsome at all.
Christians believe that true enlightenment comes not through philosophical contemplation but
rather through the gift of God’s grace that brings us the light we lack and pushes back the darkness
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in order that we might see things in their proper perspective.
I can tell you that one of the most frustrating experiences I’ve had as I’ve attempted to be a
minister and evangelist for the faith is to have a person come to me saying, “I am losing my faith.”
That’s frustrating because many times the faith that this person thinks that he or she is losing is not
the orthodox faith of Christians anyway.
Therefore, I generally ask, “Tell me about the faith that you are losing.”
And then nine times out of ten, what is being lost is the faith that had been cobbled together
from here and there during childhood or adolescence. I therefore try to get the person to see by
saying, “I don’t think you are losing your faith. Rather, you are growing in your faith, leaving behind an
inadequate, underdeveloped faith and moving into a more mature, robust faith.”
The amazing thing about the darkness that fell over the whole land at the crucifixion of Jesus
is the implication that the whole of creation absorbs the death and destruction initiated by human
violence. When Peter began following Jesus, he knew next to nothing about Jesus. Along the way,
Jesus said and did things that confused Peter and raised questions in his mind, making him ask,
“Who is this?”
All along the way Jesus kept working with Peter absorbing the false thoughts and even if Peter
had given a totally wrong answer to Jesus when Jesus asked, “Who do you see?” Jesus would have
kept working with him, just as he worked with all the rest of the disciples who said nothing that day.
And as you sit here and look and ponder this morning, or as you leave this place and look up
at the sky, know that Jesus is busy working with you too so that when life puts you to the test and the
darkness descends in your life and someone questions you, “Who is Jesus for you?” you’ll be able to
answer. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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