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31 Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. 
32 He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, "Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things."
34 He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, "If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 
35For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 
36 For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 
37 Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 
38 Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels."

This is the Word of the Lord

Peter thinks he has it all figured out. And he has good reason to think so, too. See, this chunk of the story we read picks up in the middle of a conversation.  
Before Jesus begins to teach the disciples about his coming trials, there’s a little conversation about who Jesus is—a question that Jesus brings up.  “Who do people say I am?” and the disciples answer with everyone from John the Baptist to Elijah.  
Then Jesus asks who the disciples say he is. And Peter with his hand waving in the air and that look of a child who knows he’s right and can’t wait to please the teacher says: ‘the Messiah’ 

Oh yeah—Peter knew he was right. AND he was excited about it.

Jewish people at this time had a very strong sense of what it meant to be the Messiah.  The Messiah was the anointed by God (that’s literally what the term means) like a King—their King.  It’s where we get the term ‘Christ.’ This was the one who would deliver them from the rule of the Roman government.    

No longer would they be the lowest class of citizens. No longer would they travel down the road with the specter of their brothers who had fought for freedom hanging on crosses by the hundreds—humiliated and shamed. 

No more once the Messiah came! The Messiah would come and conquer the Romans—and the Hebrew people would once again rule themselves and be first-class citizens.

And Peter has this all figured out. This man he’s been following around, this man who heals sick people and speaks with authority—he’s the one!  He’s the Messiah—the one to topple the powers and bring justice.  

Peter’s got his life staked on it. He’s literally just following this guy around, so he can be there to see what happens next—to be part of the revolution of his people.

But when Peter declares Jesus Messiah, Jesus, in that secretive super-hero way that he’s had all through this gospel book, tells the disciples not to tell anyone, and then launches into the teaching about suffering, rejection, death—and yes, rising again.  

But, honestly, if your “conquering” savior has just talked about dying, are you going to hear that last add on? Suffering and death get the attention.  

And Peter – blessed Peter, pulls him aside. All the text says is that Peter ‘rebuked’ Jesus. But I can imagine it went something like this:

‘Jesus – you’re the Messiah. You’re God’s chosen. You’ve got the Big Guy (back then they were pretty sure God was a guy) on your side. You don’t have to suffer. You don’t have to die. Just take over! Make everything better. I’ve seen your power. You fed thousands of people. You walked on water. You can do this.’

Now, Jesus didn’t grow up in a vacuum. Jesus was a Jew.  Jesus had seen the suffering of his people, felt the oppression.  Run from murderous Herod as a child.

Peter’s rebuke might as well have been the temptation in the desert all over again—‘If you are the Son of God… you can have all this power, you can rule over all this land…all of this will be yours’


“Get behind me Satan!”—Jesus says it not just to Peter, but to all the disciples. Like that teacher you hated who called what you did wrong out in front of everyone, Jesus uses Peter as an example—‘You’re setting your mind not on divine things, but on human things.’


It must be Lent again.

Jesus is getting snappy with his favorite disciples … talking about death and dying. It must be Lent, because the next thing Jesus does is he turns to the whole crowd and says this: ‘If any of you want to become my followers…’

If… he turns to the whole crowd…anyone who might be listening (and that includes us) and says ‘if’ Jesus knows—We’re all like Peter.

We all think we have it all figured out. We know what it means to follow Christ. We’ve been doing this for years.  We’ve had parents and preachers and teachers and friends tell us what it means. We have it all figured out.

Then Lent comes along. And we are thrown into the desert with Jesus. To ask the same questions of ourselves that Jesus was asking. According to Frederich Buechner, Jesus was figuring out what it meant to be Jesus. And we—we are figuring out what it means to be Jesus followers.

If any want to become my followers… There’s that ‘if’ again – the same one from the wilderness. The same ‘if’ that pulls into question the very heart of who we are… “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”

More Lenten phrases.  More words about suffering and death. Because surely that’s what Jesus means. That we must take up the hardships of this life and march on in Jesus’ name. That’s how I’ve always heard it said…

But to Peter’s ears, and all those Jews listening to him living under Roman rule… Jesus is talking about an instrument of state sponsored torture and execution. An execution saved for only those who were already lowly—slaves and Jews and such because it was just too humiliating for a Roman citizen.

The cross was an execution saved for those who have bumped up against the powers that be. Who do not fit in with Roman society; who do not kowtow to the rulers; THAT’s who end up carrying a cross to their own death. Rebels. Revolutionaries. Threats to the status quo. Those who must be shamed so that others won’t follow their example.

Jesus didn’t live in a vacuum. He saw those crosses placed on the side of the road to warn people of their fate should they dare to consider a different way of being. And yet, Jesus says:

If anyone want to be my followers, they are to deny themselves. The way they always thought it should be. The way of the dominant culture. The way that makes it easy for them in the world. They are to deny themselves. Take up their cross and follow me.

So it’s Lent—and this is the challenge Jesus gives us. What are we willing to give up to be Jesus’ followers? Not chocolate, or checking Facebook 500 times a day. But what part of our assumptions about how we live life? Are we willing to throw out having it all figured out to think again about what it means to follow Jesus?
Peter’s idea of the Messiah was one of power and influence—he thought Jesus would be a ruling power, bringing prosperity to the Hebrew people. Not very different from the Roman idea of what success was

Where are our ideas of a successful Christian life the same? How are they more ‘American’ than Christian? Is it in our idea of what our personal lives will be like?

I hear prosperity gospel preached all over the place—if you are right with God—if you are God’s favored, then you will have all that you need and so much more. Yet the Jesus whose name that is preached in was a homeless itinerant teacher and healer

Is it in a personal peace? If you’re right with God, then no matter what comes along, you will just be ok with it. Yet, the Jesus we read of in the Bible wept tears and asked to be delivered from his fate

Is it in our idea of what a successful church is? Large in number, members with influence in the community, and a growing endowment? Yet Jesus gathered around him a small, dedicated group. Made of fishermen and tax collectors (who, incidentally, were unemployed at the time, seeing as they’d given up their jobs to follow Jesus). People who fumbled and bumbled their way through learning who Jesus was, and, somehow, along the way, fed and healed and taught the others they encountered.

Everywhere we turn, we are confronted with images of what is successful, how to be successful, how to have power and influence in our world, how to be strong. But the person in whose way we strive to follow—that person carried a cross, an instrument of shame.
His strength and influence came not in how much money he amassed, how many followers he assembled, or how successful his programming was but in His service. His willingness to give up his rightful power and die an unrespectful death.
And Jesus tells us this: You will lose your life. You could be spending your time gaining the whole world, getting comfortable, being respected, even admired. But, in following me, you forfeit that. In following me you forfeit worrying about what the world thinks of you, or the gathering of Christians you worship with. You give up the idea of thinking you have it all figured out – that you know the right way

You give that up. And you follow… You take on Jesus’ shame, the shame of speaking truth to often abusive and prejudicial power; the shame of welcoming and inviting everyone equally—no matter what your friends may think or what benefit or detriment they may have to your life or this organization

You take on Jesus’ shame. You pick up his cross. And there—in doing that—that’s how you save your life. You find your true name, like Abram becoming Abraham, Sarai becoming Sarah. Like Jesus in the wilderness, we find that this is the life we were born for. A life free of striving to meet those cultural expectations that measures our worth by the numbers swarming in the door, the level of our tax bracket, if we have the latest iPod.

This is the life we were born for—a life that is measured in how much love and justice we foster in this world. This is the life that we were made for. It’s scary because it’s counter cultural. It calls into question everything that we learn around us is successful and the right way to be.  

It’s scary because it’s risky. It’s risky to truly try to love. We could get hurt, burned, quite possibly fail.

It’s scary because we have to admit that we don’t have it all figured out—that we are followers. And we follow someone who walks a different kind of road. But—this is the life we are called to. This is what we were made for. This is how we save our lives

Amen

