Isaiah 55:3-11 
3 Incline your ear, and come to me; listen, so that you may live. I will make with you an everlasting covenant, my steadfast, sure love for David.  4 See, I made him a witness to the peoples, a leader and commander for the peoples.  5 See, you shall call nations that you do not know, and nations that do not know you shall run to you, because of the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, for he has glorified you.  6 Seek the LORD while he may be found, call upon him while he is near;  7 let the wicked forsake their way, and the unrighteous their thoughts; let them return to the LORD, that he may have mercy on them, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.  8 For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD.  9 For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.  10 For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there until they have watered the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,  11 so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.
Mark 1:4-11  
John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  5 And people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.  6 Now John was clothed with camel's hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey.  7 He proclaimed, "The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.  8 I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit."  9 In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan.  10 And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him.  11 And a voice came from heaven, "You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased."

Split The Skies
	So, I want to bring back the quiz this week, so we'll start with a simple one this week. So, here it is. You have three choices. Here's the question: When you hear our reading from Mark about Jesus being baptized and the skies being torn apart, or split open, what image comes to mind? A. A big storm, or thunder and lightning? B. A big explosion? Bright lights and a bang? C. A gentle breeze pushing apart a cloud on a nice, sunny day?
	Now, all that is silly in a way. We don't have a clear picture from this reading. However, I ask the question because it gets at the heart of who we sometimes think Jesus is. I gave the first two answers as either a storm or explosion because that's how I think that we sometimes think about Jesus. We believe that Jesus was the son of God, God of very God, so that means Jesus was powerful, right? In other words, we want to understand this story about Jesus in terms of power and the demonstration of power. Well, how do we understand power? We usually understand force and power in terms of violence.
	I mention all this because this image of who Jesus was is the image of my youth. Jesus was almost a superhero. When I read or heard things like we heard today about the skies being torn apart and the dove descending on Jesus, we sometimes think in these childlike ways of power and violence. Maybe we think of an explosion. This would be like God's power just exploding onto the scene, declaring that this is Jesus, the son of God, so evil doers beware! We imagine all the people there at the Jordan River bathed in light, looking up at the sky in awe and wonder as Jesus puts on a pyrotechnic fireworks show in the skies, and the big firecracker at the end declares that Jesus is God. In many ways, this image is sort of like an animation or cartoon version of Jesus.
	To prove my point, how many of us really wanted to pick answer three, "A gentle breeze, pushing apart a cloud on a nice, breezy day?" Not many.
	However, my point this morning is that this cartoon image of superhero Jesus just will not do. It is a disservice to the gospel, and it falls short of the fully glory that God would reveal here. However, to get there, we have to think a little bit.
	First of all, take a close look at what it says in the text. Who sees the skies split open, or torn apart? Everyone? A few people? Actually, when you look closely, the answer is obvious: only one person sees it. The text is clear: " And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him." Not everyone, not some, only one. He. Jesus. Jesus apprehends this mystery taking place at his baptism, and the mystery isn't a fireworks show.
	Rather than power or violence, Scripture tells us the skies, or the heavens, were split apart, ripped in two. Now, while this seems violent, actually this image is a deeper mystery. Rather than explosive force or fireworks, the writer of the gospel of Mark is saying something much more profound. But again, we must pause to understand.
	For the ancient mind, the skies, the heavens were sort of like a veil, or a covering. The sky above, for the ancient mind, was a barrier that separated the heavens with all the stars, the heavens where God or the gods lived, the sky separated these heavens from the earth, from the ground where you and I live. In a way, you can think about it like this. The first heaven, the skies, were a boundary that human beings could not reach beyond. Even ancient myths of other cultures tell us about humanity's dream to fly, to ascend beyond the confines of the ground. Humanity's dream for so long was to leave the earth, and soar into the skies and pass beyond to the realm of the gods.
	Yet, man couldn't. Man was locked onto the earth, eternally separated from God and the second heaven, or the outer heavens. Man was always below God, and God would forever reign in the highest heaven without ever really contacting man.
	This understanding was present in ancient Judaism as well. On the second Temple of Jesus' day, there were sections of the Temple, and each section was separated. At each point of separation, there was an enormous veil, or cloth drapery. The outer veil, or the outer cloth that separated the outside from the first court of the temple, was a cloth that separated the outside, where all of us live, and the inside where began to approach God. This veil, or enormous cloth, was actually woven with a pattern on it. The pattern was a depiction, a picture of the skies, the universe as mankind knew it. This picture, this cloth spoke of this truth that I am talking about, the truth that mankind understood itself as eternally separated from where God dwelt.
	Yet, Mark tells us something interesting. Only Jesus sees it, but this is important. Jesus sees the skies, the barriers between man and God split open. Instead of a violent explosion splitting the skies, Jesus sees the veil, the separation between God and man torn apart, and in place of a separation, here comes a dove, the dove of the Holy Spirit.
	Instead of separation and judgment, the comforter comes. Instead of being alienated from God, Jesus sees God's eternal plan and eternal decree come into full reality Instead of war and power and violence, Jesus sees God's ways, the ways Isaiah speaks about that are so high above the mind of man, Jesus sees God's way made known to mankind. The Holy Spirit, God's Spirit now rests upon Jesus, and it is through Jesus that God's ways will be made known. It is in Jesus, God's Son, that the kingdom arrives and is revealed to all flesh.
	No, I don't need super-hero Jesus. I don't need a Jesus who flashes thunderbolts from his eyes and strikes you dead if you mess up. I don't need the power and violence I thought that I needed in my youth in order to understand Jesus. I don't need lightning and explosions to split the skies to declare that Jesus is the Son of God.
	No, all I need is the sure knowledge of the truth that is quietly declared to Jesus, and is revealed to us through the witness of Scripture. What I need is the truth of Isaiah, that God's high ways that are so far above our own, that truth has been revealed and come to its full fruit and purpose. Instead of the Jesus of my youth, I have the Jesus of my adulthood that declares to me that God has made God's self known to all humanity in the person and work of Christ. In his love, in his compassion, in his word of authority over all evil, commanding it to flee. I only need the simple, yet Amazing Grace that I who was once lost and couldn't see, I who was blind, now I have been given sight and I can see Him. It is now that I can see the Spirit descend upon him, as he makes God's plans and eternal purposes made known.
