
Who is Jesus?

Isaiah 50:4-9a; Psalm 31:9-16; Philippians 2:5-11; Mark 14:1—15:47

What a drama gathers us this day.

A little over a month ago, Mark took us up the amount of Transfiguration (Mk. 9:2-8), where a

couple of disciples are given a stunning vision along with a declaration from heaven. Remember that

scripture and sermon? (Maybe that’s an unfair question! Let me remind you what happened upon the

mount of Transfiguration.) The voice ignores Moses and Elijah, interested only in Jesus. The voice

heard by Jesus at his baptism (which we considered at the beginning of this year, on the Sunday of

the Baptism of Jesus back in January) is now heard on the mountain by Jesus’s disciples.

Jesus is the one to whom they should now listen.

This Sunday, Palm/Passion Sunday, is a brutal reminder that whereas Moses and Elijah had

nonviolent deaths, that will not be so for God’s Son. We all know where the events of this week will

end.

Peter, the lead disciple, had earlier, on the road, been scandalized by the notion of suffering

Messiah. (We treated that episode a few weeks ago, but I’m not going to quiz you on your memory of

that Sunday’s sermon either!) On the mountain of Transfiguration, Peter is told to listen to Jesus.

Listen!

Earlier, disciples were told, “Follow me,” (No easy task, they have found.) In the transfiguring

vision on the mountain they are asked to do what the folk at Capernaum found difficult to do when

Jesus showed up at their Sabbath service on January 31 (Epiphany 4, maybe you remember that

sermon.) Listen!

In Mark’s account of Jesus’s baptism (January 10 sermon, come on, please remember!) the

Spirit descends upon Jesus like a dove, calling him, “my Son, the Beloved” (Mark 1:9-11). Then at
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the midpoint in Mark’s Gospel, the Transfiguration, a heavenly voice designates Jesus as “God’s

Son.”

Most of the time, as we wander through Mark’s Gospel, we have to read between the lines,

and figure out the significance of the stories on our own. But on these two significant occasions the

curtain is pulled back, that which has been implicit is now explicit, and we are directly told, by a voice

from heaven no less, that Jesus is none other than God’s Son.

But only one human being calls Jesus God’s Son in Mark’s Gospel. Only one human being

comes to that revelation on his own without any audible help from heaven. One person sees what

Jesus’s own disciples have been unable to see. Did you hear that in this morning’s scripture? At the

end, on the mount of Calvary, as Jesus is dying in agony and breathing his last, there is a voice, says

Mark, but it is not a voice from heaven. It is the voice of a Roman centurion who says, “Truly this is

God’s Son.”

After so many of Jesus’s closest followers fail to understand him, a Roman soldier—a pagan,

a member of the Roman occupation forces in Judea, part of the detail charged with crucifying

Jesus—gives the most explicit, direct revelation and confession of faith in all of Mark’s Gospel.

At the cross, when Jesus “breathed his last,” leaving him with nothing left for speaking, when

he breathed out the breath, the Spirit, which God breathes at baptism, a centurion, a Roman soldier,

exclaims this was “the Son of God.” Feel the Spirit blow from the breath of opened heaven at Jesus’s

baptism out of the expiring Son of God on the cross into the inspired exclamation of one of Caesar’s

finest. The centurion says what the crowd cannot say, what Jesus’s own disciples have been unable

to confess. The voice that spoke from heaven at Jesus’s baptism and in the Transfiguration now

speaks through a Nazi S.S. officer, I mean, a Roman Centurion.

In John’s Gospel (John 3) Jesus said that the “Spirit blows where it will.” Little did we know that
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the Spirit would blow toward and inspire the speaking of a Roman centurion.

One more revelatory detail from this wrenching drama of Jesus’s passion: Mark says that

when Jesus was baptized the heavens were not “opened,” as is the usual case with heavenly visions

(Matt 3:16). Mark (Mk. 1:10) says that when Jesus was baptized the heavens were “torn apart,”

skizomenos, a Greek word used only 11 times in the New Testament. In Mark 15:38 “torn apart” is

used to describe the ripping of the temple curtain at Jesus’s death. Why did Mark use “torn apart?”

Why not simply the less violent, less dramatic, “opened”?

A long time before, during one of Israel’s worst, most devastating times, Isaiah had begged

God to tear open the heavens and come down (Isa 64:1). The rending of the curtain in the temple is

revealing, even as the vocal rending of the heavens told us something in his baptism. The veil that

separates us from the Holy of Holies in the Temple is ripped in two. We are now unshielded from

God’s lively, dramatic, dangerous, life-giving presence.

The Heavens, the curtain separating us from God, the veil in the temple that separates God’s

earthly dwelling from the world, is now wide open. High Priests, mediators between God and the

world who worked that exclusive sacred space in the Holy of Holies, are no longer essential for

bringing us to God. (See Hebrews 4:14-16.) God is present with God’s people here, now.

Isaiah’s prayer for God to rend the heavens and come down has received its answer.

 There was once a man who had made a mess of his life. From one point of view, he was a

success. He had made lots of money. But he had stepped upon lots of  good people on his way up to

the top of the financial heap. Two marriages ended in divorce. His children refuse to speak to him

because of their anger at how he treated their mother.

And then (we don’t know all the details) something dramatic happened in his life that turned

him completely around. He looked different, physically, spiritually. The man who had only lived to
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make money, taken in money, is now distinguishing himself for his generosity. He’s giving money,

establishing and undergirding some remarkable ministries. He has set out to rectify and to repair of

the relationships that he had destroyed.

What happened? As far as anyone can tell, what happened was what Mark describes in Mark

15:38. Somehow, someway, the veil, the curtain separating him from God, was ripped in two. Only

God can do that, and in God’s great love, God has. Somehow the Crucified Christ did the work that

needed to be done, work that only God could do.

For us, for all of humanity, and for all of creation, this week, this holiest week of all the

church’s year, God is ripping the veil that separates us from God. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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