Mark 8:27-38

27Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?”28And they answered him, “John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.”29He asked them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.”30And he sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.

31Then 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.32He 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.”

34He 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.36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life?38Those 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.”

It’s in the Script

I like to imagine each of the Gospel stories as movie and what the movie be like if I were the director. If I made a movie of the Gospel of Mark, the passage that we read today would be one of those very important scenes. Up to this point in this Gospel, Jesus has been busy healing and casting out demons and opposing all those who oppress others. And so here, at this midpoint in the movie, with the imperial city of Caesarea Philippi in the background, Jesus’ disciples are near him, and a crowd stands close behind. Everyone is excited, wondering what will happen next, and how this story will continue. This scene would come right before the intermission, so everyone would be talking about when they stood in line for the popcorn and returned to their seats for the second half, and they would be asking each other what might happen next. It seems that Jesus is the hero who should ultimately overcome the evil forces and bring peace and harmony to the galaxy…it might take two or three more movies to bring all this about, but you’d expect that there would be more amazing miracles and feats of power and Jesus and his disciples would ultimately triumph. And in this scene, right before intermission, our hero asks his disciples, “Who do the people say that I am?” to which they answer, “Some prophet from the past, or a recently executed prophet named John.” Then the important follow up question: “Who do you say that I am?” A pause, then Peter declares, “You are the Christ!” If this were a movie, you would hear trumpets and drums, a sweeping crescendo. 

And if anyone but God were directing this movie, you would expect Jesus to accept  his role as The Chosen One, give an inspiring speech to his disciples and then to the crowd, then  off to blow up the Death Star, or defeat Mordor, or in some other way triumph over the forces of evil. And the audience would be primed for the second half of the movie, and if they stretched out into a trilogy, they’d be excited about each installment. 

But it isn’t anybody who’s writing the script. It’s God. And his ending is not anything like what we would create. Our hero would destroy all his enemies and reign triumphantly forever. But that’s not the plan that Jesus presents to his followers. The minute Peter declares Jesus to be the chosen one, the Christ, Jesus tells his disciples to put a lid on it. Then he explains to them how he’s going to be rejected, how he’s going to suffer, and how he’s going to die, and rise again on the third day. And as our collective jaws drop, we would be asking ourselves if we really want to see the second half of this movie. This is hardly the triumphant ending we had anticipated. If we were directing this movie, the minute Jesus starts talking about being rejected, suffering, and dying, we’d yell, “CUT!” We’d take Jesus aside and tell him to stick with our script, the one that has him defeating the elders and priests and scribes and Romans. In essence, this is what Peter does; Peter has the script worked out in his own head. He has already envisioned what this messiah will do, and it’s not at all congruent with Jesus’ vision. And so Peter takes the hero aside to explain to him what heroes are supposed to do: they’re supposed to do what we want them to do. But that’s just not the way God wrote this screenplay.

Okay, at least there is a resurrection. Jesus doesn’t simply die. On the third day he rose. We might prefer that Jesus blow up the Death Star and save the galaxy. We may wish that he had spent a little of his resurrected time frustrating his enemies – you know, show up at Herod’s dinner table just to scare him a little. There is the empty tomb, but why not just show up at temple one day and give all those priests and elders and scribes something to think about? “Hey guys. Remember me?” Couldn’t Jesus just indulge our thirst for revenge just a little bit? Apparently not. It’s not in the script!

What about the second coming – that’s when Jesus will get even, right? Jesus is coming back, with an attitude, and all those who haven’t made an audible confession of his name are going to pay big time. He’ll get even with everyone who, down through the ages, have failed to place their hope and trust in him. That’s in the script, isn’t it? 

Let’s just face it; Jesus does not fit our image of an action hero. He didn’t march into Jerusalem with guns and grenades. On Easter, he didn’t hunt down his enemies…didn’t even put a hit on them. And I don’t think he’s storing up a lot of unspent anger for his return visit. 

While this may disappointing to some, there’s worse news coming out of Jesus’ mouth before our intermission. After Jesus explains to his disciples what’s down the road – the rejection, the suffering, the death, and then the resurrection – and after Peter tries to correct him only to be severely rebuked, Jesus signals the crowd that’s waiting in the wings to gather around him for an important announcement: “Attention everyone. If you want to follow me, deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” Did we hear him correctly? Did he just say that we are supposed to deny ourselves, take up our crosses and follow him? Yes, and we’ve heard him say this in different ways at different times: “The greatest among you is the one who serves the most.” “There is no greater love than a man lays down his life for his friends.” “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.” But as often as we’ve heard Jesus expound these points, we struggle to enact them, don’t we? We deny ourselves only when we have stored up enough to fulfill our own desires. You can probably count on one hand the people you would die for. We don’t like to take risks with our own life, the very life that Jesus says we must lose in order to gain true life. Jesus is not beckoning us to lie down in front of trains, but he is beckoning us to do as he did, putting our lives on the line for things that truly matter, like God’s kingdom. Jesus beckons us to stop admiring him from a distance and walk with him instead.  

Because when the distance between you and Jesus gets too great, you tend to start writing your own script rather than following God’s script. You create our own scripture verses like, “God helps those who helps themselves.” (I have yet to find that verse in my Bible). You start telling ourselves that your accumulated wealth is indicative of how much God loves you (and so apparently he doesn’t love the poor that much…so why should you?). 

When the distance between you and Jesus gets too great, you tend to pick and choose which parts of the Bible you want to focus on. Some get completely engrossed in calculating how long the earth will last – latest bad prediction: December 21st, 2012. Some get wrapped up in particular social issues – who should be allowed to get married, who should be allowed to speak from the pulpit – and usually our beliefs on such issues have more to do with our own personal interests than with God’s interests. Some even wage a war of words or propaganda against those who are not Christian enough for them. 

When the distance between you and Jesus gets too great, you may take a look at the folly of those who also stand at too great a distance from Jesus yet still claim the name “Christian” and you may be completely disgusted with what you see and swear that you yourself will never claim that title. You’ll see all the hypocrisy and the absurdity and the self-deception, and you will run from it all, right into a wall of cynicism and despair as you fail to find any truth that can help you make sense of this very confusing and confused world.

And hopefully, O so hopefully, you will meet someone who is a disciple, someone who has actually heeded Jesus’ call to follow him, to walk closely beside him and life the full life that comes from being inextricably tied to Christ, of being in Christ and Christ being in you.
Every denomination has their hero. Ours is John Wesley. While Wesley had his critics and those who didn’t agree with his understanding of certain theology, one had to admire his lifestyle. He was a disciple. Even as he questioned his own salvation, even as he struggled to gain some assurance of standing in God’s favor, he continued to worship and preach and organize and build hospitals and schools and orphanages and visit prisons and mines and factories and feed the hungry. He died with hardly a cent to his name, because his life was all about spending on others. John took to heart Jesus’ call to deny oneself, to take up his cross and to follow. And he inspired others to do the same, and they inspired others through the ages. And all any of them were doing was doing what Jesus called us to do two thousand years ago. They weren’t just imitating Christ; they were empowered by a living Christ that continues to breathe life into the church today. 

So I challenge you today. Don’t let Jesus’ words evaporate when you leave today. Hear his call. Don’t rationalize it or misconstrue it. Take him at his word. “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” Follow his script. Pray that the Holy Spirit would strengthen your resolve to live the eternal life that you are being called to live. 

