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Identity Without Partiality
I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. (Acts 10, verses 34 and 35)
This morning we celebrate Jesus’ baptism, and in doing so we remind ourselves of the meaning of baptism for us. As we did at the baptisms last Sunday, we will today also instead of reciting the Nicene Creed after the sermon say again the promises we make to God in our baptism. What we’re really doing is reminding ourselves who we are as Christian people living in community; who we are as the church. And who we are has of course everything to do with how we live, the ethic that guides our lives. Many of us don’t remember our baptisms, or they were private affairs; and for others of us, being baptized was like a kind of epiphany when we realized we needed to start attending to what we believe to be most important to us. Not surprisingly, these are not so different from Jesus’ baptism: what begins as a private event and private epiphany then becomes lived out in public life and ministry. This is why we say that baptism is not a one-time activity but rather requires the trajectory of your whole life.
In Mark’s gospel story Jesus hears God affirming his identity in his baptism. Just as John the baptizer is lifting Jesus up out of the river Jordan, Jesus hears the words that you and I hear in baptism when God says: “You are my precious child, my beloved; in you am I well pleased.” But Jesus has a special kind of private epiphany: he saw the heavens opened, or as the Greek reads “the heavens were split apart, torn open, rent asunder.” This is language that God is about to disclose a truth normally hidden; that what has long been sealed is suddenly flung open and revealed. If you hear the echo of another rending, the splitting of the Temple curtain from top to bottom when Jesus dies, you’re onto something. Strange: before the start of Jesus’ public ministry we are pointed to its violent end. The other echo to hear, a bit more difficult, is the long-deferred hope of Israel expressed by the prophet Isaiah: “We have long been like those whom you do not rule, like those not called by your name. O that you would tear open the heavens and come down!” The gospel is telling us that in some definitive way God in Jesus has entered the world in a new way to reveal God’s kingdom on earth. The curtain hiding the divine has been pulled away once and for all. It’s unclear in Mark (other gospel writers are clear) whether Jesus knew his identity before his baptism or not, but the message is the same: the time is now! God is acting in the cosmos now, in human time and space, as promised. What we’ve been waiting for is finally here: the great exodus, the real return from exile, is at last on its way--Do you understand? Do you see it yet? God is showing us the way home. 

For Jesus, his baptism propels him into action: from this point on, Jesus leaps into action: he proclaims the arrival of God’s kingdom, he casts out demons, heals the sick, restores sight to the blind, raises the dead, calms the sea, walks on water, and twice multiplies bread to feed large crowds. His identity, as it were, leads him into public ministry. 

His ministry and ours, I want to offer today, has a certain flavor, and it’s that flavor I want to leave you with today. It’s best described in the reading from the book of Acts: Peter says to a group of Gentiles, and not only that a group of Roman gentiles who wielded military power over 1st century Palestine, “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.” God shows no partiality. God is no respector of men, as the King James Version reads. You all may remember the great criticism of the modern world by the writer George Orwell, in his book Animal Farm, when he writes this, “All animals are equal; but some animals are more equal than others.”

When the religious authorities approach Jesus to try to trap him by asking about payment of taxes to the emperor, they are mostly just angry that he does not show partiality to anyone—especially the special respect to them they were used to receiving! He treats those who have no money the same as those who have no money; he treats those with no education the same as those with education; he treats those of the lower class the same as those of the upper class—in other words, he equalizes the pecking order! Now this is fine, and not only fine but freeing, liberating, joyful for those who have been treated as having less dignity than others; but for those who have had the privilege of being treated with special respect, reverence, they feel as though something that was theirs and theirs alone has been taken away: namely, their status as special! He doesn’t care what their family name is, whether or not they were ordained. His reply is still one that jars our senses today: give to the emperor what has the emperor’s image on it—the coin. But give to God what has God’s image on it—you!
In baptism we allow our own identities to be stamped by Jesus’ identity. As followers of Jesus, we are to be a people who do not conform to the pecking order that much of society sets as “the norm”. Instead we are to be transformed by God’s revelation that every human being—not some, not most—but every human being, has dignity. As the baptismal promise reads, “Will you respect the dignity of every human being?” We want this to read “some human beings,” or even “most human beings,” but in fact it reads all, every one. Well, God, how about every person but the one sitting in my usual seat this morning, or every one but my coworker with the loud annoying voice; or everyone but those people who are so different from me; everyone but the extremist Sunni Muslim. Baptism, in case you haven’t noticed, is not for those who want the easy path. It is the hard and unpopular work of including in God’s kingdom those whom you never before would have imagined.                           

One of my professors from divinity school, Miroslav Volf, went home to Croatia shortly after the Serbian-Croatian war, to visit his family. He had been teaching and preaching in the States about the concepts of forgiveness and reconciliation. When he arrived home, his family barely received him. When he asked why, they told him angrily that he had betrayed his Croatian roots. “How?” he asked. They replied “You stopped being Croatian when you stopped hating the Serbians.” Why is it, I wonder, that we sometimes think that our identity must be founded on hatred or exclusion of the other?
The Apostle Paul also struggled to define his Christian identity apart from his identity as a Jew or Gentile. His conversion to follow the risen Christ changed his identity so that it no longer fit into the neat tribal markers of ethnic and religious categories. In fact, he was not considered a Jew by many religious authorities precisely because he included the Gentiles as part of God’s kingdom, as those whom God in Christ came to save from sin and death. And in many Gentile circles, he was criticized for his allegiance to a Jewish law that required ethical standards for living. He too found himself stretched out as though on a cross as he tried to preach and live a unifying identity in Christ amidst tribal identities based on exclusion and hatred of the other. 
The Civil Rights Movement, not so long ago, was among many things the necessary rearranging of white identity when it no longer meant better than black, cleaner than black, smarter than black, more successful than black.

There is a part of us—as individuals and as the church, that resists being stretched to love our enemies, embrace the outsider, does not know how we could possibly respect the dignity of the terrorist. The best thing about Mark’s gospel as we read it is that it is that it says, “I know you can’t do it, not even the church can do it very well (even after all these years I would add), but with God all things are possible. So don’t stop trying.” How exactly we are to be true to our baptismal promises is still a mystery to the greatest theologians and the living saints among us. It is why we say “I will, with God’s help.”

Now what this leaves us with is that our baptized identities make us dangerous people sometimes, and put our lives in danger. Not because we wield bigger guns and more hatred, and not because we are so self-righteous as to be certain that we are correct. But precisely because we resist the usual pecking order that judges on race, class, power, and wealth—that there are some animals more equal than others. Might, as all of us know, is very rarely right. For the gospel writer Mark, this is a crucial theme: Jesus suffered and was killed because he was about the work of peace and healing and justice, whether it was on a Sabbath or a Tuesday, and whether it was a prostitute or the daughter of a wealthy and powerful Roman centurion. He showed no partiality, and neither should we. Hopefully none of us will face death because of our conviction of God’s impartiality. But there may come a time when we, whose identities are bound in Christ’s, risk our safety and security, when we follow after the one who was killed for his solidarity with the least among us.; the same one who came not to be served but to serve, the one who showed no partiality but embodied the radical embrace of the outcast, our Lord Jesus Christ. 
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