Sermon for Feb. 25, 2024         Mark 8:31-38         “The Least Popular Teaching”   
Then Jesus began to teach his disciples 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. He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. But 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."  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. For 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. For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 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."


The year was 1815.  The place was modern day Belgium, at that time a part of the Netherlands.  The opposing generals were Wellington and Bonaparte.  The battle was Waterloo.  And the British had a communications plan, and right after the battle, a ship sailed to the southern coast, where the signal flags were deployed.  They got the sad message in Winchester as the fog was rolling in, and the flags were hard to see, but the message was clear enough…WELLINGTON DEFEATED.  And so the sad news began to spread from village to village on its way to London, and the anxiety of having the dictatorial Napoleon Bonaparte still at large was unsettling.  But not as unsettling as the confusion that reigned the next morning, when the fog lifted, and the signal could be seen in its fullness.  For there, now made clear by the light of day, was the real, complete message: WELLINGTON DEFEATED THE ENEMY.  The Brits tried to be proactive; they had a communications plan, a system in place.  They ended up, for a few agonizing hours, being reactive, victims of an incomplete truth.  And their joy was full when, and only when, they had the whole story.


This Lenten Day, we hear the same kind of thing in a much earlier context.  The year was around 32 Annum Dominum.  The place was Caesarea Philippi, currently in the infamous Golan Heights. The opposing generals, as it were, were Jesus of Nazareth and Simon Peter.  And the battle was over the collective soul of humanity.   You see, Jesus was privy to the whole story in a way that no other person ever has been, before or since.  And he was sharing that story, preparing his followers for the inevitable and grisly end of his ministry, and they did not care for that one bit.  They didn’t like that story! Peter, the emerging leader, takes Jesus aside to talk him off the ledge, and is quite surprised by Jesus’ counterattack:  Get thee behind me, Satan; for you do not have in mind the concerns of God, but merely human concerns.  And then he shares with everyone his famous thinking about the supreme value of the soul, and how those who cling to it will lose it, but those who lose it, for the sake of the gospel, will retain it evermore.  It is a teaching about sacrifice and self-denial that has not gotten more popular over the centuries…in fact, it is possibly the least popular teaching Jesus ever offered.

What Jesus is talking about here is hard to quantify…the soul, as critically important as it is, is an ephemeral thing.  Animus was the Latin term, that animating energy, the force of life itself.  Indeed, the Greek words translated in this passage as soul or life are basically interchangeable.  And although our modern science has given us many incredible gifts, it has yet to create animus, has yet to create life itself.  It can fuse life from existing living bits, in a mother or in a test tube; it can clone life from a few cells into a fully grown sheep, but it cannot start with nothing and end up with life.  Only God can do that, evidently.  And Jesus is trying to instill in his followers a mindset, an understanding that this soul is the most precious, indispensable thing.  The second part of that mindset, where the rubber hits the road, is that the care and feeding of that soul is job one.  But they are as we humans have always been, worried about their bodies and their love life and their next meal and their bank balance and when we can get together again and go on big picnics, and Jesus rightly points out the stark truth, that without our soul, the animating reality of our lives, all of that other stuff means exactly diddly squat.  And he further instructs them, and us, that the care and feeding of that soul will necessarily involves sacrifice and self-denial on behalf of others, and that those activities are what will bring us, whole and complete, through the fog and into the next life.


I began with an anecdote that stressed the importance of knowing the whole story, but I am tempted to play you false, my friends, because there is a part of this passage that sticks in my craw so very much that I have hardly ever preached on it. I have nearly always just ignored it, and it is the part about being ashamed of Jesus and his words, and how that choice will earn shame from him in the end. We have been together fifteen years, you and I, and you know that slinging guilt and shame around are just not my style at all. But I find that I am in Peter’s boat, when I take the part of the preaching that discomforts me, and suggest that Jesus ought to just redo that part. Like the Brits from a few minutes ago, I am being reactive, and putting my needs and my script ahead of God’s needs and God’s narrative.


Despite my discomforts, the shameful truth is pretty obvious all around us. We, logically enough, focus on the stuff we do right, accentuate the positive, all of that. But does that mean that our Christian presence in this world is faithful? Aren’t there things,  actions, attitudes, choices, that we ought to be ashamed of? Let me approach it from another angle…there are things all over our allegedly Christian nation that we manage to be okay with that Jesus would clearly not be in favor of. It is easy, when we watch a movie like The Ten Commandments, to laugh at those silly Israelites, how could they ever have thought that forging that golden calf and worshipping it was a good idea? And yet… just as I have landed feet first in Peter’s boat, the Church has landed feet first in the idolatry boat, the boat where it becomes okay to have other things that are more important to us than God.
We don’t worship an actual golden calf, true…but our idols are many. We bow at the feet of anxious self-protectiveness, the real root of all evil. Why else would we be haltingly okay with hundreds of folks in our town living worse than animals in the rough streets? Why else, back in the COVID panic, would some young women think that it was okay to disguise themselves as grannies to get vaccinated before their turn came round? Why else would we continue to have two standards of care and compassion and protection and persecution, one for white folks, and one for brown folks? This list could go on, and on, and I cannot dodge it any longer. As a church, despite all the goodness and healing we have brokered, we should still be ashamed.

Jesus, motivated by his faith, was proactive; here is what will be happening, he says; let’s have a plan to manage together.  Whereas Peter, motivated by his discomforting fear, was reactive.  Sounds distressingly familiar. Here is the truth as I understand it: as followers of Jesus, our communal task is to create a proactive church, not a reactive one.  History is strewn with the mangled ideas and bodies left in the wake of our self-serving, fear -based reactions.  But we are encouraged to motivate our behaviors and our choices from a deeper place, from a spiritual mindset, from a soul place, rather than from a shallow emotional place where Fear is the sniveling upstart king.  In this proactive enterprise with which we have been entrusted, some of us are called to lead; others will be fine followers all of our days.  Most of us will be both, at different times, for different causes.  But what we cannot faithfully be is neither leader nor follower, but simply in the way.  We can be the bobsled, or we can be the ice, but we can’t be the big tree fallen across the path.  We can be the bow, or we can be the arrow, but what we cannot faithfully be is the distracting jerk who causes a tragic archery accident.   And so I find that the words of Thomas Paine, one of the Founding Fathers of our country, apply to our faith quite well; lead, follow, or get out of the way.  That is what Jesus was telling Peter, wasn’t it?  Get behind me, adversary; for you are neither leading nor following, you are simply in the way.


Our Lenten growing this season could really be a simple as that, with each of us taking time to assess our role in our world, in our community, in our families, and in our beloved church.  Are we leaders, followers, or obstacles?  Would Jesus talk to us like he did to Peter, because we too often have in mind just earthly things, with no mind for things of the soul?  Have we failed to develop the mindset that prioritizes the soulful aspects of this sweet life?  I will be exploring that personally over the next several weeks, and I hope you will, too.  We all deserve the finest spiritual experience we can create together; our souls are worth every bit of quality that we can muster.  And while we may or may not be able to change the world, or change the trajectory of a country or a town or even a family, there is always one thing that we can change; we can change the way we think, change the way we react, change the way we process stuff. And thus, it is never too late. Never too late to be kinder, better, more thoughtful. Never too late to be less grasping, less anxious, less self-absorbed. Lent is a gift of the time, my friends; the time to develop the soul-filled, life-honoring mindset that paves the way for God’s flourishing of our world. Amen.
