WHOSE ARE YOU?

John 18:33-38a

Who are you?  Who tells you who you are: your parents, your children, your peers, your nation, your job, your bank account, your school, your sports team?  If you allow others to define who you are, they will be very happy to do that for you. But that is the dangerous way because we hand power over to those whom we let define who we are. Who tells you who you are?


My sister-in-law suffered from diabetes before her pancreas transplant six years ago. She taught me to say, “She has diabetes” rather than saying, “She is a diabetic.” Persons do not wish to be defined by their disease. Who or what tells you who you are? 


In John's Gospel account Pilate asks Jesus, his arrested prisoner, "Who are you? Are you the king of the Jews?" (v.33). The question about kingship governs this whole dialogue between Pilate and Jesus. Pilate is the Roman king of the region and understands the category king. Is Jesus a king? What kind of king? Who tells Jesus who he is? And who tells Pilate who he is?

WHO IS PILATE?
 
Pilate, governor of Judea, was appointed by Roman Emperor Tiberius in the year 26 (just before Jesus' trial) and held office for eleven years. Governor Pilate is a kind of king of the region because he is appointed by Tiberius who tells Pilate who he is, and Pilate must answer finally to Tiberius. In this episode of Jesus' trial, however, Pilate also lets the Jewish religious leaders tell him who he is. 


In this trial Pilate is portrayed as a tragic-comical figure who shuttles back and forth seven times (18:29-32, 33-38a, 38b-40; 19:1-3, 4-7, 8-11, 12-16) between the leaders of religion outside and Jesus inside the royal palace. In typical irony John points out that the religious leaders refuse to come inside the gentile palace because such a step would make them ceremonially unclean to participate in the Passover celebration. Outside, however, they do their dirty work to accuse Jesus falsely and to force a guilty verdict from Pilate.


Please notice that I call them “religious leaders” when John calls them “Jews.” For 2,000 years now Christians have called all Jewish persons “Christ killers” and have persecuted and executed Jewish believers because of this harsh language in the Gospel according to John. I do not believe all Jewish believers are responsible for the crucifixion. In that day the religious leaders betrayed Jesus and sent him to the cross. Today, you and I betray Jesus and send him to the cross. Please don’t blame all Jewish believers for what happened to Jesus that day. Like politicians then and now, religious leaders then and now are very similar. 

In front of these religious leaders, Pilate is reduced in role to a kind of fearful, frustrated, indecisive lieutenant. Pilate wants the religious leaders to tell him who he is. Their love for him is fickle, however, for they are giving him words of praise only because they hate Jesus more than they hate Rome. Still, Pilate gives the religious leaders what they want because he wants them to tell him who he is.


This poor peasant standing before him, however, says, “You would have no power over me unless it had been given you from above” (19:11). The Roman Governor shouts his authority but performs in confusion and fear, submitting to petty politics and prejudice. He says he is in charge, but it is obvious that during this trial Jesus is in charge. Jesus is clear and strong and obviously in control of the entire proceedings. Pilate has the authority and the power to end Jesus' life. He has the title “king” yet he does not really act like a king.  


And when Pilate asks his strange prisoner, "What is truth? Pilate knows that he stands before the only person in the world who can tell him who he really is. Pilate, however, chooses to allow a Roman emperor and a hostile crowd of religious fanatics to tell him who he is. He allows peer-pressure to define who he is, and he consents finally to allow Jesus to be destroyed. (Peer pressure does not end with the teenage years, you know. That’s why we adults talk to you youth so much about peer pressure. We are still dealing with it ourselves.) Pilate gives the death sentence to the only person he knows who can really tell him who he is.  

WHO IS JESUS?

Well, who tells Jesus who he is? Jesus decides to allow Divine Graciousness to define who Jesus is. Look at 18:37: “For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.” Jesus does not allow Pilate, religious leaders, his mother, the disciples, or public opinion to tell him who he is.


Who tells Jesus who he is? Divine Truth and Divine Truth alone. “For this I was born” Jesus says. This self-identity determined each day in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. He knew his purpose for living and he lived out that purpose each day of his life. Jesus of Nazareth knew for sure that he was a special child of Divine Graciousness. Jesus' whole ministry was centered on the truth that each of us is also a special child of the Truthful Graciousness who created the whole universe. Jesus knew his calling. 

Parker Palmer has written a book about vocation and calling: Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000, pages 3-10). He writes in the early pages, “Before you tell your life what you intend to do with it, listen for what it intends to do with you. Before you tell your life what truths and values you have decided to live up to, let your life tell you what truths you embody, what values you represent.”

Parker Palmer reminds us that vocation does not come from willing but from listening. I am to listen to my life and try to understand what it is truly about--quite apart from what I would like it to be about. Discovering vocation/calling does not mean scrambling toward some prize just beyond my reach but accepting the treasure of true self I already possess. Vocation does not come from a voice “out there” calling me to become something I am not. It comes from a voice “in here” calling me to be the person I was born to be--to fulfill the original selfhood given me at birth by Divine Graciousness.

Study the life and ministry of Jesus and perhaps you will agree with me--Jesus was a good listener. He not only listened to others and to the One who created him. Jesus listened to his own life. He knew that he was a special child of the Creator and that he had special gifts not be hoarded but to be shared. Jesus heard the call of Divine Graciousness to use his gifts for the good of others and shows us that if you want to know the Truth, stop talking and start listening. Remember that we were given one mouth and two ears and that will give us some proportion for living our lives. I have come to realize that the greater loss for me as a pastor would not be my ability to speak. The greater loss would be if I could no longer hear. 

Why do you think Jesus of Nazareth was at such peace on the last day of his earthly life as he stood before Pilate? Because he was at peace with his life. This peasant from Nazareth knew he was royalty--a child of the King of the universe. “For this I was born,” Jesus says before the most powerful political ruler of his land, “and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.”


Jesus knew not only who he was; he also knew whose he was. He was a child of the King of the universe. He was a child of the Truth who tells him that he is special and that he is loved. And so are you. You are a child of the King and are born into royalty. You are already loved. There is nothing you can do to make the Lord love you any more than the Lord already loves and you nothing you can do to make Divine Graciousness love you any less. God loves you!

We do not offer our financial contributions and spiritual gifts through Vienna Baptist Church to “pay God off” or to insure that God will love us. Our gift of financial resources today is a “thanks-giving” to Divine Graciousness for claiming us and loving us and forgiving us. Whom do we thank and to whom do we belong? Look at the entry records in your checkbook. Look at your calendar/PDA. Our checkbook and our calendar proclaim loudly whose we are. 

Jesus listens to the voice of his vocation and believes that Divine Truth is the source of his life and of the whole world. Jesus lets the King of the universe tell him who he is. And Jesus dies a tragic death that day at the hands of a man who never again could use the word "king" without thinking of this quiet Galilean who came before him early in the Governor’s career and pointed out whose Pilate really was.
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