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At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, 23and Jesus
was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24So the Jews gathered around him and
said to him, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us
plainly.” 25Jesus answered, “I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my
Father’s name testify to me; 26but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my
sheep. 27My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. 28I give them eternal life,
and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. 29What my Father has
given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand. 30The
Father and I are one.”
The gospel of the Lord.
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
You belong. You belong to God You belong to each other. We all belong - the squirmy kids and
the wise elders. The ones whose faith runs deep and the ones who are only here because
someone made you come. The ones with a million questions and the ones who haven’t really
thought about it much. The ones who pray on their knees, the ones who shout their anger at
God, the ones who don’t know how to do either.
We all belong to God and to each other. Nothing true or real
or hopeful can be said if we don’t start there. Too often we
fall into the idea that Christian faith is about what you know.
What you believe. What can be proved or understood. In
the gospel today, the crowds come to Jesus and say, “Why
are you keeping us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell
us plainly. We want to know. We want to be sure. We want
to get it right!
Can you just imagine? Can you imagine Jesus turning around to them and saying, “Yup. It’s me.
I’m the messiah.” Can you imagine what chaos that would have caused? “He’s the Messiah”.
“No he’s not.” “But he said…” “Look at him, he’s no messiah.” They’d all be arguing, and would
it have made one lick of difference to know?

When I was in seminary, I remember one of my theology
professors came in one day all excited and said, “I think
I’ve got it.” I’ve been working for years on this, but I think
I’ve come up with the perfect definition of Jesus… who
Jesus is.” We all said, “Wow! Tell us! Who is Jesus?” He
replied, “Jesus is… The Proleptic, salvific, hidden
appearance of the eschatological kingdom of God.” And
we all said, “Oh… that’s nice.” What does that even
mean?
In the same way, this past Thursday I asked the Bible Study group. We were talking about “Are
you the Messiah? – tell us plainly” So I asked the people who came that night how they would
define Jesus. Who is Jesus? – but with one restriction. No big words and no church words
allowed. For example, you can’t say, “Jesus is my savior” –
you have to use other words to explain what that means.
Tell us plainly.
So I asked the question, and there was an awkward silence…
then someone said, “I was going to say Jesus is God’s Son,
but I guess that’s church words… but there’s some
connection to God. Folks went on to talk about Jesus
restoring our relationship to God, being a pathway to
healing, a conduit of God’s Spirit and life, someone who
allows people to love themselves instead of being afraid. So many beautiful ways of thinking
about Jesus… and all of them about connection. About being and living together with God. All
of them about belonging to God and belonging to each other.
Frederick Buechner tells a beautiful story in his book “The Magnificent Defeat.” He imagines
that one day God decides to prove once and for all that
God exists. So, God takes the dim light of the Milky Way,
brightens it up a bit, and rearranges the stars to spell out
the words, “I am here. God is.” People respond in all the
ways you might expect. Falling to their knees, hopeful,
frightened, full of regrets. God continues the message
every night, changing up the words, different languages,
different colors, even a bit of celestial music to convince
all the skeptics that God does indeed exist.
After a few years, one night a child is holding his father’s hand and looking up at the stars,
sounding out each word of the message written there. Then, with the courage of childhood,
he looks up at the stars and says, “So what? What difference does it make?” and maybe the
stars go out or maybe they last for another hundred years, but it doesn’t matter anymore.

Buechner goes on to say,
We all want to be certain, we all want proof, but the kind
of proof we tend to want—scientifically or philosophically
demonstrable proof that would silence all doubts once and
for all—would not in the long run, I think, answer the
fearful depths of our need at all. For what we need to
know, of course, is not just that God exists, not just that
beyond the steely brightness of the stars there is a cosmic
intelligence of some kind that keeps the whole show going,
but that there is a God right here in the thick of our day-byday lives who may not be writing messages about himself in the stars but who in one way or
another is trying to get messages through our blindness as we move around down here kneedeep in the fragrant muck and misery and marvel of the world. It is not objective proof of God’s
existence that we want but, whether we use religious language for it or not, the experience of
God’s presence. That is the miracle that we are really after. And that is also, I think, the miracle
that we really get.i
The question we ask Jesus is not, “Are you the Messiah?” But “Are you here with me? What
difference will you make in our world. How can I live a full and beautiful life? I what can I put
my hope? All of these are questions of relationships -all questions of belonging. And the only way to know
the answer to those questions is in the living of them.
In the end, Jesus says, “You do not believe because you
do not belong.” Don’t get that backward. Jesus does
NOT say, “You do not belong because you do not
believe.” Too often the church has mixed that up, saying
if you don’t believe the right things, if you don’t live the
right way, you cannot belong.” But that’s not what Jesus
says. Jesus says, “You do not believe because you do
not belong.” It is an invitation into a relationship with God and God’s people. Relationships are
dynamic. They change. They grow. Relationships take shared experiences. They take
vulnerability and trust. Only in faithful, attentive living, will you know the Christ.
We belong to Christ. That’s a given. So, faith is about listening for the God who is with us in the
slog of the everyday and watching for those moments
we might call holy. Moments of connection or wonder
or clarity. Faith is about trying to walk in the way of
Jesus in this world, which means figuring out how to live
in forgiveness, caring and welcome. Faith is living with
imagination open to where Jesus will lead.
It is not easy or straightforward. Relationships are
dynamic. We are certain one day and confused the next.
This is why God gives us each other. We belong to God

and to each other. So, we can have help to look and listen. So, we can hold each other up and
hold each other accountable. It’s one thing to pray, or not pray each day alone. It is another
when someone says, “Will you pray with me or for me – I’m scared or worried. I need you to
help me connect with God.” then it’s something else. It’s one thing to make a hard decision. It
is another to say to someone, “I don’t know what to do. Will you help me listen for God and
make sure it’s not my own dreams that I’m listening to? We need each other to live this faith
well and to know the Christ among us.
We belong to God and to each other. Nothing true or real or hopeful can be said if we don’t
start there. And from there we can begin to see the Spirit working among us and through us.
We can hear God speak to us. We can begin to follow Christ’s call in this world. Amen.
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