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Sermon:  Mark 1: 4-11 (Tearing the heavens)

There is one word in our gospel today that stands out in the original Greek.  It is translated as “torn apart” in the NRSV – “ . . . as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.”  The Greek root is schizo, which means “to divide by use of force, split, divide, separate, tear apart, tear off, rip apart.”  It is the root for the English words schizophrenic and schism.  It is a different word than is used in the gospels of Matthew and Luke, describing what happened at Jesus’ baptism.  Both of these use the Greek word, anoigo, meaning “to open” – “the heavens were opened.”

The biblical commentator, Donald Juel, wrote a chapter in his book titled, “Transgressing Boundaries: Jesus’ Baptism in Mark.”  He writes of the importance of having an accurate rendering of the Greek, for the image portrayed in Mark is strong, even violent.  The image is different than simply having the heavens open, for if they are opened, they may well close again.  But if they are ripped apart, we tend to think of something irreversible.  A permanent damage or rupture that cannot or will not be repaired.

We find this Greek word schizo used when Jesus teaches, “No one tears a piece from a new garment and sews it on an old garment; otherwise the new will be torn, and the piece from the new will not match the old.”  And we find it in Matthews account of Jesus’ death, when the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom, the earth shook, and the rocks were split.  Schizo being the Greek root for the tearing of the curtain and the splitting of the rocks.

So we have this parallel of sorts between the inauguration of Jesus’ ministry and his death.  At his baptism the heavens are torn apart, God declares that Jesus is his Son, and the Holy Spirit descends upon him.  At his death the curtain is torn, the rocks split, the centurion declares that truly this is the Son of God, and Jesus gives up his spirit.

Juel suggests that Mark’s narrative is about the intrusion of God into a world that has become alien territory.  That God’s intrusion, God’s ripping apart the boundary between heaven and earth, permits the Holy Spirit to come upon God’s people.  But in a radical, new way.  Jesus comes to his people outside the Holy City, outside the sanctuary.  Coming among the impure who have come, repentant, seeking cleansing.  “Fresh skins for new wine,” as he put it.

William Countryman wrote a book called Living on the Border of the Holy.  He speaks of our encounters with God in this world, not outside it.  He uses many names for this hidden reality – God, the Divine, the Holy, the Numinous.  Countryman writes:

God is deeply implicated in our lives, in every place and moment of human experience.  Yet this presence of God does not mean that God is an object we can control, something to which we have access at will.  The Holy retains its freedom; it can be absent even in its presence.  The Hidden Truth is equally near and equally far, equally hidden and equally revealed, equally accessible and equally removed from each of us.  There is no way to get control of God, to make God remain accessible or perceptible or close, and thereby to turn the Holy to our particular use.  Quite the contrary, we recognize the Hidden, when we encounter it, because of its absolute priority over us in time, in being, in power, in creativity, in height and depth, in beauty, in grace.  Encountering it, we both fear and love: fear because we see that we are so small and have so little control, love because it is the source of being, of life, of all good.

The main focus of Countryman’s book is that there are two priesthoods: the fundamental priesthood of all believers, and the clerical (sacramental) priesthood.  Speaking to ordained clergy, he says, “God will always be more interested in how you have practiced your fundamental priesthood than how you have served in your sacramental one.”  He refers to the sacramental priesthood as an icon of the greater, fundamental priesthood of us all.

Perhaps you haven’t thought of it in this way, but you have been priests for most of your lives.  When you have comforted another who was in distress, when you have forgiven someone who has hurt you, when you have broken bread with a neighbor in your home, you have been priests.  When you have visited a couple and their newborn baby, sharing in their joy, when you have stood at a gravesite, sharing others’ sorrow, when  you have given a toast to the bride and groom at a wedding, you have been priests.  When you have taught your children or your children’s children about love and grace and reconciliation, you have been priests.  What we clergy do here, each Sunday, is to try and reflect this, to give pointers on how to serve as fundamental priests.  Serving as icons of sorts, both for you and for ourselves.

At the conclusion of his book, Countryman offers some questions for us in our fundamental priesthood:

1.  In what ways is the life you are now leading a gift to you?  Not what should you feel grateful for, but what do you, as you reflect on your life, feel grateful for.  What gives you joy, what fires your imagination, what is life-giving?  What, in your life, is a gift?

2. In what ways are you, in the life you lead, a gift to others?

3. Where and how, in your life, have you been the most aware of meeting the Holy?  In place of Holy (or the Divine, or God, or the Numinous) you can also think of words like Reality, Love, Truth, Meaning, Wisdom, Life, Direction, Wholeness, or Home.  Where and how have you sensed something that was somehow deeper, greater, more profound than could be put into words.  By reflecting on this, you can be better able to share your story with others, and to listen for their experiences.

Countryman writes that the altar of the Holy is in the midst of the world.  “Our deeper priestly service takes place over tables when people share food and something of themselves.  It takes place at sales counters and in offices when people allow themselves even a moment’s acknowledgment of the other person’s humanness.  It takes place between lovers in bed.  It takes place when neighbors help each other, when parents encourage their children, when students and teachers join in learning.  It takes place in moments of joy, when we lose ourselves in delight.  It takes place in moments of deep distress, which reveal us anew to ourselves and open to one another . . . It takes place in counsel, in reading, in singing and all making of music.  It takes place in the garden.  It takes place is the giving of gifts and receiving them.  It takes place in every moment of human communion, direct or indirect, with the Holy and with one another.

A Native American Coyote story describes a poor man who had a dream or vision that there was a place where everything is perfect. You might say that this was heaven. He had been told that this place was visible to all who had accepted a life of humility and complete service to their community. The poor man felt very humble, especially since he had no real possessions, but he felt that he must set out on a journey away from his present life and community in search of this perfect place. 

He set out the next day at dawn. He walked and walked the entire day, and when evening arrived, before he had found the perfect place, he set up camp, took out his meager meal of bread and a flask of water to satisfy his hunger and thirst. He gave thanks, ate the bread, drank the water, and then he removed his sandals and placed them facing in the direction he was headed so he could continue his journey the next day. Then went to sleep.

While the poor man slept that night, Coyote came and turned his shoes around so that they faced the direction from where the man had come that day. When the poor man awoke, he put on his shoes, and began to walk again. While he walked all day, he thought about this perfect place, this heavenly city. When it was nearly dark, he came to a place that looked strangely familiar. He walked down a street, turned a corner, and saw a somewhat familiar dwelling. He waited outside the dwelling until its inhabitants came out to greet him and invite him in. When they did, he entered and was given warm clothes and a warm meal that was so delicious he could not remember the last time he had eaten so well. He was received with such hospitality that he felt as though he was a member of a family he had known his whole life. 

After much talk, singing, and praying, the whole household offered the poor man their best bedding. He thanked them and laid down to sleep thanking Creator God for the abundant blessings shared with him. He could not help but think that this was, indeed, a perfect place, a heavenly place. How could there be another more perfect?

There is a poem written by Max Ehrmann called Desiderata.  At its conclusion it reads, “Therefore be at peace with God, whatever you conceive Him to be, and whatever your labors and aspirations, in the noisy confusion of life keep peace with your soul. With all its sham, drudgery, and broken dreams, it is still a beautiful world . . .”

It is a beautiful world, a world beloved and redeemed by God.  Let us give thanks that the heavens were torn apart, that the temple curtain was ripped from top to bottom, that God is with us, no matter what.
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