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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

a     a     a

I think I might have told this story before. If I did, I’m sorry
because you’re going to hear it again. I was introduced to a person
several years ago who had attended two Anglican funerals in a
short period of time. And since she belonged to a church that didn’t
regularly say the creeds like we do, she was curious about
something in the Apostles’ Creed, which we always say at funerals.
The Apostles’ Creed is the one we say at baptisms because, it was
developed in the ancient Church as a response to the three
questions the bishop always put to the people he was about to
baptize: “Do you believe in God the Father?... Do you believe in
Jesus Christ, the Son of God?... Do you believe in God the Holy
Spirit?” (BCP 304). We still ask those questions, and answer each of
them with each of the three parts of the Apostles’ Creed.

In the second part, after the bit about Jesus being “crucified, dead,
and buried,” it says, “He descended to the dead,” in the Rite Two
version. But in the older Rite One translation it says, “He
descended into hell.” The Church uses hell to refer to two different
places/states of being. But in Greek, the language of the New
Testament, each of those has a different name. Hades is the place
of departed souls, where everybody goes to await the resurrection
of the dead. Gehenna is where the eternal fire  burns that consumes
all evil, and all who will ultimately reject the love of God which he
has offered them through his Son. That’s the one most people think
of when they hear the word hell, or when they tell somebody to go
there. St Peter teaches that Jesus, after he died and was buried, but
before he rose from the dead, went to hades, hell– to proclaim the
Gospel to all those faithful who died before Jesus (1Pet 3:18-19). We

say the baptismal creed at funerals because in death we move a step
closer to the fulfilment of those baptismal promises. And when we
say that line, “He descended into hell / to the dead,” at funerals, it’s
a reassurance to us that even in death no one is beyond the reach of
the life-giving Gospel of Jesus Christ. It’s a proclamation that the
reach of God’s eternal kingdom is infinite. 

Well this person was not familiar with the Apostle’s Creed at all,
so she wanted to know why we said, at both of the funerals we had
attended, that Jesus went to hell. I explained it basically the same
way I did just now. She said, “Well I belong to the __ Church, and
I don’t think we believe that.” I said that it’s solidly biblical, and
it’s what Christians have believed from the very beginning. She
said, “No, I don’t think we believe that.” So I let it go.

Then I read an article the other day about a particular line in the
Nicene Creed, the one we usually say, and how the way it’s printed
in the Prayer Book may create a disconnect in our minds.
Everything in the Prayer Book that’s meant for the congregation to
say aloud is broken up in such a way that we can say each line with
one breath. So whether you’re conscious of it or not, at the end of
each line we pause to take a breath before saying the next line.
Now when we say the Creed in a few minutes, and the confession,
and the Lord’s Prayer, you’re all going to be thinking about it! A
prime example is the line that the article talks about:

On the third day he rose again
in accordance with the Scriptures (BCP 358)

The author suggests that the problem is that it runs the risk of
reinforcing a misunderstanding a lot of folks might already have,
because the way things are presented can influence how people
understand them. It’s like how people who don’t know that hell
could mean one of two things, when they hear that Jesus descended
into hell, they picture him burning in the eternal fire. “On the third
day he rose again [pause] according to the Scriptures” is taken by
some to mean that the reason we believe Jesus rose on the third day
is simply because the Bible says so. And in that sense it doesn’t



seem to be any more significant than anything else in the Creed.
But what “according to the Scriptures” really means is that Jesus’
resurrection is the climax of everything in the Old Testament– the
law, the prophets, the psalms, everything right back to “In the
beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1). 

Each book of the Bible was written by a different person, or a
number of persons, which gives some people cause to think that
there’s no real connection between them. And that gives some
cause to think that Scripture isn’t really as authoritative as the
Church once believed and taught. But, as the Church has discerned,
although each book bears the mark of the one who wrote it, all
those writers were inspired by one and the same Person, God the
Holy Spirit. And looking carefully, and prayerfully, at all those
books together, what becomes apparent is that they’re all part of an
overarching story that begins at the creation of the universe, peaks
at the death and resurrection of Jesus, and will be brought to
completion with “the resurrection of the dead and the life of the
world to come” (Nicene Creed). We call that the arc of Scripture.

St Paul teaches that Jesus’ death and resurrection is of supreme
importance, and bases that claim on Scripture– not the whole Bible
as we have it now, but on the Jewish Bible, the Old Testament,
because that’s all the Church had until Paul and the others wrote
the books that formed the New Testament. “Christ died for our
sins,” he says, “in accordance with the scriptures,” i.e. Jesus’ death
was part of God’s plan to save us from the start, “and that he was
buried,” Paul says, “and that he was raised on the third day in
accordance with the scriptures,” in accordance with God’s original
plan, and that he appeared to a whole host of people in order to
prove that he had died and risen again (1Cor 15:3-8).

In the article I read, the writer challenges us all to say that whole
line of the Creed without pausing in the middle: “On the third day
he rose again according to the Scriptures,” and to understand that
his resurrection was part of the big plan from the start. Before the
creation of the world, God knew that we would alienate ourselves

from him through sin, and would therefore need a Savior in order
to redeem us, and to reconcile us to God, and restore us to his
eternal kingdom. And if you don’t believe that the death and
resurrection of Christ had been in the plan all along, and that he
descended into hell to deliver that Good News to all those faithful
departed who didn’t live to see it, then the whole thing falls apart.
In which case the Good News about Jesus isn’t so great after all.

So what’s all this got to do with what’s going on in today’s gospel?
After he’d been baptized by John, and was tested in the wilderness,
Jesus picked up where John the Baptist had left off when he was
arrested. Jesus went first to Galilee, his home province,
“proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and
believe in the good news’” (Mk 1:14-15). When we hear the term
“Good News” we think of Jesus dying on the cross for our sins and
rising from the dead as the way to restore us to God’s kingdom,
and that’s exactly what it is. But before those things happened,
nobody but Jesus had any idea what this Good News was, or what
this kingdom was that he said had arrived. 

In today’s gospel it’s now the third time he’s come to his
hometown. Bishop NT Wright talks about how tough the
hometown crowd can be for a preacher, especially your parents and
the people who are closest to you. When you’ve gone off and
become a doctor, or been drafted into the NFL, everybody makes
a big deal over you. They’d all seen your talent as you were
growing up. And now you’ve got a medical degree or a contract
with the Bears (not the Rams!), some objective document that
proves you’ve made it. Not so with preaching, however. Bp Wright
says that “preaching is something dangerously public that emerges
from something intensely private” (Mark for Everyone, 66). God has
called you to his service, he’s touched you deep inside, and has
equipped and emboldened you to say things you would have been
afraid to say before, things that are meant to call peoples’ attention
to God. God has called you to this, but maybe you’re still afraid



because either you feel extremely unworthy– which is a good
thing; Paul talks about that in today’s second lesson– or you’re
afraid of being rejected, misunderstood,  even by family and close
friends. That can be the making or the breaking of a preacher. You
can go for popularity by preaching what people want to hear. Or
you can earn their contempt by being faithful to the God who
called you and telling his people things they don’t want to hear.
Most of us, I think, fall somewhere in between those two. 

So here’s Jesus teaching the hometown congregation things that
were completely new and strange to them, yet which were really
part of God’s plan from the beginning. And where was he getting
this stuff? Right out of the Bible. Of course, everything in the Bible
is an expression of the mind of God to start with. The local
synagogues were– and still are– centers of prayer and teaching.
The first part of our liturgy is actually based on the synagogue
service. Somebody opens with prayer, they sing a few psalms,
somebody reads from the Scriptures, the rabbi teaches on what’s
read, then they pray some more. Jesus the carpenter was called by
God to leave home and prepare for the unique ministry that he was
born to do. Then he returns home as a rabbi. But he’s not teaching
the usual things that have been approved by the Pharisees, things
that wouldn’t get you into trouble with the foreign rulers. 

Jesus talked about getting ready to welcome a kingdom that was
greater than Caesar’s, which was pretty dangerous talk. It could be
understood as treason, and get you crucified. And he was backing
up his talk with miracles, so that by the time he arrived in his
hometown this third time, his reputation as a great healer had gone
ahead of him. On the one hand the hometown crowd marvelled
over the things he said and did. “Where’d it all come from?” they
wondered, “How did he get to be so wise? Where did his healing
power come from? He’s just the local carpenter, the son of Mary.
And the rest of his family’s right here.” 

On the other hand, Mark says, “they took offense at him.” He upset
them with his kingdom talk. They didn’t want to draw the attention

of the Pharisees or the Romans. So he healed a few people and then
left. “And he was amazed at their unbelief.” It was no surprise to
him, because he’s God. But it was still an astonishing thing to
witness.  We know people are capable doing and believing of all
sorts of things, but we’re no less amazed when we see it happen.
After that, Jesus sent his disciples out on a practice run to spread
the good news of God’s coming kingdom, which they did with
some pretty amazing results.

When we stand up to say the Creed– either one– we’re proclaiming
that the kingdom of God has indeed come, and that we’re a part of
it. This place is an embassy of that kingdom, and we are all, as St
Paul says, “ambassadors for Christ,” whom God has sent in his
Name to invite others into his kingdom (2Cor 5:20). Ambassadors
don’t speak their own mind, but are sent to deliver the message of
their king– “Thus says the Lord God,” as he told Ezekiel to say.
They’re not to put their own spin on it, or try to soft-pedal it, or to
deliver only so much as to keep their target audience from shooting
the messenger, but to deliver exactly what’s been entrusted to
them.

And the message we’ve been entrusted to deliver is that we believe
in one God, who has revealed himself in Jesus his Son, through
whom he has demonstrated his unconditional love for all his
creatures, for whom he died and rose again in order to open wide
the gates of his kingdom. That message, Paul teaches, manifests
itself most powerfully through us when we allow ourselves to be
seen as the weaklings that we really are, entirely dependent on the
grace and mercy of God, and entirely devoted to living and sharing
the Good News of his kingdom.

In the Name of ...
a.m.d.g.
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