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"The Messiah has come"

Ezekiel 2:1-5 & Mark 6:1-13

It was 1941 and he was almost thirteen years old.  By day he studied the Talmud and by night he would run to the synagogue to weep over the destruction of the Temple that had occurred almost two millenia earlier.  

Eager to learn he seemed destined to live a religious life.  A little more than a year later all of that was to change.

By the end of 1942 he began hearing war stories of how Jewish men, women, and children were being executed by Hitler's Gestapo.  But for him they were merely stories that were impossible to believe.  The following year – 1943 – went by quickly.  Life in his hometown appeared normal especially as the spring of 1944 drew near.

There was good news from the Russian front.  Word was being received that the war was coming an end.  But that good news quickly turned to anguish for many.  The German army was headed their way.  What appeared to be the ending of a time of great turmoil had in fact become the beginning of a horrific period of human history.

Over the course of a few days the young boy would be ordered along with his mother and father and sister and thousands of others to board cattle cars bound for an unknown destination.  The details of that journey are recorded in the book, Night.  The boy’s name was Eliezer Wiesel.

When the train finally pulled into a station, someone near a window read the sign that marked the end of their destination – “Auschwitz.”   Wiesel was now fifteen years old.

For the next two years he would endure the death camps at Auschwitz and later at Birkenau and then at Buna, uncertain in the end why he survived and six million others died.  Years later Wiesel would write forty internationally acclaimed works of fiction and nonfiction, but it was Night that became the terrifying record of his memories of the death camps where he experienced the death of his family, the death of his own childhood innocence, and the death of hope.

Of that first night, Wiesel wrote (Night, Elie Wiesel, Translated from the French by Marion Wiesel, Hill & Wang:  A Division of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, New York, 2006, page 34):


Never shall I forget that night, the first night in camp, that turned my life


into one long night seven times sealed.  


Never shall I forget the smoke.  


Never shall I forget the small faces of children whose bodies I saw 


transformed into smoke under a silent sky.  


Never shall I forget those flames that consumed my faith forever.  


Never shall I forget the nocturnal silence that deprived me for all eternity 


of the desire to live.


Never shall I forget those moments that murdered my God and my soul 


and turned my dreams to ashes.


Never shall I forget those things, even were I condemned to live as long


as God himself.


Never.

In not forgetting - in remembering - Wiesel provides us with his own assessment to silence those who would criticize him and insist that he was merely holding on to the past out anger, bitterness, and resentment.  "Sometimes I am asked if I know 'the response to Auschwitz'," he wrote.  "I answer that not only do I not know it, but that I don't even know if a tragedy of this magnitude has a response.  What I do know is that there is 'response' in responsibility.  When we speak of this era of evil and darkness, so close and yet so distant, 'responsibility' is the key word."


"

The witness has forced himself to testify," he concluded, "for the youth of today, for the children who will be born tomorrow.  He does not want his past to become their future." (Op. cit., page xv)

Such a lesson of remembering has often been repeated in different times, in different places and in different ways.  And yet it seems we are doomed, as a human family, to repeat the tragedies of the past over and over again.

Whatever economic, social, and political reasons there may be for our failure to learn from the past, I leave to those responses to those who are economists, sociologists, and politicians.  What is compelling for me about Wiesel’s experience is the ways in which his memories compel us to wrestle with our own faith.  

What are to say of God's apparent silence when the noise of despair, destruction, and death fills our world?  Who will come and save us?  Who will bring relief and set us free?  

Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark contains two sections.  The first section reminds us that those who were astounded, offended, and amazed at his teaching when he went into the synagogue on the Sabbath had already heard stories of Jesus as the Son of the Most High God (Mark 1:24; 2:28; 5:7).  The first section also reminds us that our own confession of faith is our belief that Jesus is the Christ.  We know the origin of the word Christ is from the Greek word christos, which means "messiah."

Belief in a Christ or messiah was not restricted to Christian belief.  It was a belief shared in other religious and political communities by those looking for someone who would deliver, bring relief, and set them free.  

Our early Christian ancestors declared without hesitation that "The Messiah has come, and it is Jesus of Nazareth."  The first section of our reading is about Jesus of Nazareth.  Jesus is in his hometown in his home synagogue, where he is recognized in a number of different ways.  Some know him as a carpenter, others as Mary's son, and as a brother to four brothers and several sisters.  

Yet even though they knew him or perhaps because they knew him, many refused and rejected his ministry of teaching, preaching and healing.  However we discover this did not preclude Jesus from sharing his authority with the twelve disciples over destructive forces (vv.7-9); his refusal to engage in self-seeking (v. 10), or violence (v. 11); his message of repentance (v. 12) and his empathy for human suffering (v. 13).  By commissioning and instructing the disciples to share in his authority we come to understand that we bear the enormous responsibility of being our neighbor's keeper.

At the end of summer in 1944 Wiesel remembered how thousands of men gathered for Rosh Hashanah, the last day of the Jewish year.  Surrounded by the electrified barbed wire fence at Buna, one of the prisoners officiated and began by saying,  "Blessed be the Almighty . . . " Wiesel then described how "thousands of lips repeated the benediction, bent over like trees in a storm."  (Op. cit., page 67)

"Blessed be God's name?" he wondered, "Why, but why would I bless him? Every fiber in me rebelled because he caused thousands of children to burn in his mass graves; because he kept six crematoria working day and night, including Sabbath and the Holy Days; because in his great might, he had created Auschwitz, Birkenau, and Buna, and so many other factories of death.  How could I say to him:  Blessed be thou, Almighty, Master of the Universe, who chose us among all nations to be tortured day and night, to watch our fathers, our mothers, our brothers end up in the furnaces? "

A few weeks later Wiesel wrote, "I no longer accepted God's silence."  I appreciated Wiesel's defiance in the face of such profound evil.  

We can be sure that there are those who would argue that surely all that happened was a sign of God's punishment. Afte rall our reading from The Book of Ezekiel tells us of the prophet Ezekiel who generations earlier was sent to the people of Israel, to a nation of rebels who rebelled

against God; that they and their ancestors transgressed God to this very day; that their descendants were impudent and stubborn.  (Ezekiel 2:3-4)

Was Wiesel's defiance, his rebellion as a fifteen year old boy cause for such punishment?  Clearly the answer is no.  For me the great, great tragedy of the Holocaust is not that God had grown silent or that God was seeking to punish Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, the disabled and mentally retarded, the old, the young, and women.  The great, great tragedy is that as a human family we remained silent for far too long and that we failed to be our neighbor's keeper.

When Wiesel accepted the Nobel Peace Prize twenty years ago in Oslo he reminded his listeners that "there is so much injustice and suffering crying out for our attention.  Human rights are being violated on every continent.  More people are oppressed than free.  How can one be sensitive to their plight?  Human suffering anywhere concerns men and women everywhere.  That applies to Palestinians to whose plight I am sensitive . . . Both the Jewish people and the Palestinian people have lost too many sons and daughters and have shed too much blood.  This must stop." (Op. cit., page 119)

There are many among us today who were living during the time of the Holocaust who insist they knew nothing of the death camps.  Yet we know there are far too many stories of those who knew and resisted Hitler's "final solution" for anyone, especially in positions of power and authority, to claim ignorance. 

If we indeed believe that the Messiah has come and that he is Jesus of Nazareth, we must go forth to teach, to preach, and to heal that others may be transformed by the power of God's grace and mercy.   That is the message for today.  

So we testify.  We bear witness to the one who was hung on a cross between two thieves.  There were those then who derided him saying, “Save yourself, and come down from the cross!”  Others mocked him saying, “He saved others; he cannot save himself.  Let the Messiah . . come down from the cross now, so that we may see and believe.” (Mark 15:29-32)

We do not need to wait for the Messiah to come.  The Messiah has come.  We do not need to even wait for the second coming of the Christ.  Like the twelve who went forth to teach, to preach, and to heal, so must we go forth that others may see the face of the Christ in us.

Wiesel tells the story of an execution of a young boy.  The boy was sentenced to death along with two other prisoners.  The power at the central electric plant at Buna failed.  It was determined that it was by an act of sabotage and that somehow all three prisoners were involved.

Wiesel wrote of the execution, "To hang a child in front of thousands of onlookers was not a small matter.  All eyes were on the child.  He was pale, almost calm, but he was biting his lips as he stood in the shadow of the gallows."

"The three condemned prisoners stepped onto the chairs.  In unison, the nooses were placed around their necks.  At the signal, the three chairs were tipped over."

"Then came the march past the victims.  The two men were no longer alive.  Their tongues were hanging out, swollen and bluish.  But the third rope was still moving:  the child, too light, was still breathing . . ."

"And so he remained for more than half an hour, lingering between life and death, writhing before our eyes.  And we were forced to look at him at close range.  He was still alive when I passed him. His tongue was still red, his eyes not yet extinguished."

"Behind me, I heard (someone) asking:  'For God's sake, where is God?'  And from within me, I heard a voice answer:  'Where (is he)?  This is where – hanging here from (these) gallows . . "  (Op. cit., pages 64-65)


In the face of a dying child, Wiesel saw the face of God.  In the face of a dying child, we also see the face of God.  We see in his face the face of the Messiah who has come.
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