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Riding my bike home from church the other day I came upon a heavily bundled woman walking her dogs in the bike path ahead of me. As I rode up behind her I rang my bell, but she didn’t hear me. So as I was about to pass her I shouted, “On your right.”

She whipped around, looked at me, and said, “Jesus!”  

Apparently she was expecting someone other than a local parson. I said, “No, it’s only Tim, but it is the season,” and kept riding.

It is the season when we are told to expect Jesus. He might sneak up on us, or make a sudden surprise appearance, but few of us are actually ready for him. Most of us, in fact, don’t even know we need him. That’s why the Church invented Advent – not as a shopping season, but as a period of spiritual preparation for the love that comes at Christmas. 

The vigilant consumers waiting anxiously for store openings on Black Friday have the right idea, but in a warped way; our lives ought to be suffused with anticipation and with hope and with a sense of urgency at this point in the year: there is not much time between now and December 25! But mindless consumption is a far cry from the sort of Advent preparation urged on us by our faith. 


Prepare the way, O Zion, your Christ is drawing near.


Let every hill and valley, a level way appear.


Greet one who comes in glory, foretold in ancient story.


O blest is Christ that came, in God’s most holy name.

We’re supposed to do in four short weeks what the Hebrew people did over several centuries: to prepare the way for the coming of a Savior. Exactly for whom we should be looking is not entirely clear – which brings us to the first in our series of Christmas questions: Was Jesus the Messiah? 

Last week 25 young adults from Westminster gathered at our home for Dinner with the Rabbi – Rabbi Marcia Zimmerman from Temple Israel. It was to be an “Everything-you’ve-wanted-to-know-about-Judaism” conversation with her. I started by asking her this morning’s inquiry, (thinking I might get some good sermon material): “Was Jesus the Messiah?”

An easy question; she quickly answered, “No.” 

While Rabbi Zimmermann would not have joined those in John’s gospel who want to throw stones at Jesus, she clearly rejects the claim that he is the Messiah. That should be no surprise to us.

Jews do not see Jesus as the Messiah; that’s why they are Jews and not Christians.  But we’ll get no argument from them about Jesus’ existence. Nor do they doubt his considerable influence – and they readily concede his charismatic capacity as a teacher. They think of Jesus as another one of those first century rabbis around whom a “school” developed. There were many such rabbis in that era. 

The problem, as the modern-day rabbi explained the other night, is that Jews expect something altogether different in a Messiah from what we see in Jesus. The Messiah for whom they wait will never die – so the crucifixion rules out Jesus of Nazareth. Their Messiah will not claim to be the Son of God (“The Father is in me and I am in the Father”; the Father and I are one”) – another strike against Jesus. And the arrival of the Messiah will inaugurate a time of peace and justice throughout the land – and that surely did not happen with Jesus. So they conclude that Jesus may be a good first century rabbi, but he’s no Messiah.

We asked the rabbi if Jews still hope for the Messiah. “Are you kidding?” she said. “Every Jewish mother hopes her son is the one. That’s why they leave an empty chair at a boy’s circumcision ceremony, in case Elijah the prophet returns. If Elijah appears, then that baby is the Messiah.”

Jews today continue to seek some sign that the Messiah has come. 

The Babylonian exile started it all. Some six centuries before the birth of Jesus, the invading army from Babylon – modern day Iraq – captured Jerusalem and sent the Israelites into exile. Jewish hopes for a Messiah commenced shortly thereafter; the idea of a Savior percolated through the Hebrew people as they waited for someone to rescue them and restore Jerusalem. It was their only hope.

“By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down and wept, when we remembered Zion,” the psalmist cries. “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?” (Psalm 137:1, 4)
The people remembered that God had come to them in Egypt in the person of Moses. Now they longed for another to come free them from captivity and usher in an age of peace. They were desperate to hear from God: “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!” Isaiah shouted into the sky, pleading for the Almighty to deliver them. (Isaiah 64:1)
The Hebrew word Moshiah, Messiah, means anointed one. In Greek it is Christos, or Christ. Christ is a title, not a last name: Jesus the Christ. It refers to the one anointed by God to save God’s people. That is the person on whom their hope rests when the Israelites are in exile, but even after they return to Jerusalem and even after a new Temple is built, the stream of Messianic anticipation continues to flow through the Hebrew tradition. 

Fast forward several centuries to the time of Jesus, and that stream is still flowing. Under the oppression of Rome voices calling for liberation for the Hebrew people once again could be heard. Rebellions against the Roman occupier took place. As in Babylon, there was talk of one who would come and free them from this exile-in-their-own-land, imposed by foreign troops. 

John the Baptizer thought the day of liberation had arrived in Jesus of Nazareth.  “This is the one,” John said, “the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’”

Rabbi Zimmermann explained to us that Jews today have great interest in John the Baptizer, more so than in Jesus. John was a precursor to the Messiah. He will be forever the voice of Advent – the one crying in the wilderness to prepare the way, like a prophet of old. Jews today still live in that time – in one, long, extended Advent season.
Was Jesus the Messiah? 

Why not go to the source himself and ask him, which is what happens in today’s gospel passage. “So the Jews gathered around Jesus,” John tells us, “and said to him, ‘How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.’” (John 10:24)
“The Jews” ask Jesus about his possibly being the Messiah. John uses the phrase “the Jews” repeatedly in his gospel – some 60 times, versus fewer than 15 times in the other three gospels combined.  John has an agenda here; he speaks of the Jews as if they were enemies of Jesus. 

If we’re not careful, the incipient anti-Semitism of the fourth gospel might creep into our thinking. This gospel text is one of several that have led some Christians over the years to turn against Jews. The most obvious thing to say in response is this: Jesus himself was a Jew. His followers were Jewish. The first Christians were Jews. Congregations of Jewish worshippers constituted the early church. 

For the gospel writer or anyone else to imply that the Jews showed animosity toward Jesus is disingenuous and simply not accurate – as if Jesus and his followers were not also Jews themselves. Some Jews were threatened by Jesus and did consider him an enemy – particularly those holding places of religious power in that day. Clearly, though, not all Jews felt that way about Jesus, otherwise his movement never would have gained any traction, and we might all be Jews ourselves today. 

When asked to reveal if he is the Messiah, according to John, Jesus says, “I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father's name testify to me.” (John 10:25)

Jesus doesn’t want to talk about it. He wants to show it: my works testify to me, he says; how I live my life, what I do in the community, how I treat others.

To trust that Jesus was the Messiah, first-century Jews had to suspend standard belief. They had to give up commonly held notions of Messiahship, because Jesus does not do what was expected of the Messiah. Instead, he does something quite unexpected. As Isaiah says, “You did awesome deeds that we did not expect.” (Isaiah 64:3)
Jesus, it turns out, does not come to usher in an age of peace, but instead calls us to make peace among ourselves. Jesus does not come to establish justice on the earth, but instead calls us to be just in all our ways. Jesus does not come so that he alone might have eternal life, but instead that we all might find the way to everlasting life.

The works that he does are the key for us to claim Jesus as the One anointed to save us – but most of us do not think of ourselves as needing salvation from anything. That’s our hubris getting in the way of Christmas.

Maybe the best preparation we can undertake in Advent is to acknowledge that we, too, need a Messiah – to say, with Isaiah, “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!” Perhaps the first thing to do in Advent is admit we need help from beyond ourselves – to break old patterns, to end destructive behaviors, to be more generous with our resources, to pay better attention to our loved ones, to do what we can for those living on the margins. Advent is a season less like Christmas and more like Lent, when we discipline ourselves to give things up.  

Was Jesus the Messiah? Perhaps we’re asking it in the wrong tense: Is Jesus the Messiah? Our answer, on this first Sunday of Advent, is Yes! Of course. But the challenge, as we prepare to tell the Christmas story once more, is to be clear about what we mean when we call him Messiah, the Christ. 

In Advent we have the advantage of seeing beyond Bethlehem. We know how the story turns out. We know what kind of Messiah this Jesus will be. We know that he will run with the wrong crowd, choose the wrong friends, alienate the wrong people. He’ll heal the sick, welcome the stranger, and lift up the poor. He will not concern himself with only one “tribe,” but will show hospitality to those outside his circle. None of that is very Messiah-like behavior – nor is it typical human behavior, either, and that is where Advent gets personal.

Let all mortal flesh keep silence, and with fear and trembling stand;


Ponder nothing earthly minded, for with blessing in his hand,


Christ our God to earth descendeth, our full homage to demand. 

Maybe our best preparation for Christmas is to ask ourselves where we need to make changes in our lives, and where our world needs to change. Perhaps the way to spend these weeks before Bethlehem is to ask ourselves how to let go of the tendency to put ourselves first. Maybe that’s the primary task of Advent: to ask ourselves how we might live more as Jesus lived – to do as he did, to serve as he served, to love as he loved. 

To do that will not be easy. To do that will mean swimming upstream in our culture, and maybe even in the church. It will likely get us in trouble.

But if Jesus is the Messiah – the one anointed by God to save you and me and this old earth – and if we want to follow the Christ, then we ought to ready ourselves this Advent to pay the cost of discipleship.  
Thanks be to God.  


Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People – Douglas Mitchell  

Eternal God, as you led your people in ages past, you direct our journey into the future.  We share the Hebrew people’s powerful hope for release from exile.  We know our own captivity to sin, our exile in a culture that does not follow in your ways of peace and justice.  We give you thanks that you tore open the heavens and came down to us in Jesus who is the Christ, and we eagerly await his coming again that his rule may be complete and your righteousness reign over all the world.  By your Spirit, open our eyes to the generosity of your hand, and nurture our souls in all spiritual gifts.  Fill us with gratitude overflowing that we may share life and love in praise to you, God of all ages. 

On this Thanksgiving weekend, we praise you Eternal Creator and Redeemer of all that is, giving thanks for the gifts of community and of your church.  Though we were born children of earth, you have taken us up in your arms and made us children of heaven.  Let your spark of divine love glow within us, that through our lives, others will come to know your grace and power.

O God of Exodus and Burning Bush, of the Prophets and of Jesus, we hear your powerful calling to be your servants in the freeing of all those who are oppressed.  At every turn we hear your voice in the cries of the poor, the hungry, the imprisoned and the broken, for you have made yourself one with those who seek justice, freedom and peace.  We hold up in prayer the people in the Korean peninsula who face threats of war and all those in Haiti who are still struggling to recover from January’s earthquake even as they go to the polls.  By word and example Jesus taught us to find fulfillment in giving ourselves, and greatness in serving others and seeking wholeness for all.   Help us all to answer the call to serving and caring.  Empower us by the grace of your Spirit, that your whole church may give its life for the sake of the world.

In the advent season, when the past has fled, unmasked away and there is nothing left to do but wait in your holy time O God, shelter us.  Be our surrounding darkness; be fertile soil out of which hope springs in due time.  In uncertain times, help us to greet the dawn and labor on, love on, in faith awaiting your purpose hid in you, waiting to be brought forth in the time of your choosing.  Help us to be ready in every moment for the moving of your Spirit calling us to faithfulness, prayer and action.  

Merciful God, you bear the pain of the world.  Look with compassion on those who are sick, and others who suffer illness or depression or other burdens.  Radiate through their lives with the light of your presence and bring them healing, as a sign of your grace.  God of comfort, stand with those who sorrow for the death of loved ones.  

And as we remember your great love, we are bold to pray the prayer that your son taught us…

“Was Jesus the Messiah?


Isaiah 64:1-9; John 10:22-23, 37-38
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