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Mark 8: 27-38

Lord, we have come this day to hear your words of healing love and hope. Enter our hearts and our spirits and teach us to follow you. Give us courage and strength to be your faithful disciples. AMEN.

“Discipleship”

I’ve had the subject of learning on my mind this week.  It all started last weekend, when I received an e-mail from Tommy and Julia’s school that said they would not be watching the President’s address to the nation’s school children live on Tuesday.  The Kirkwood School District made the decision to postpone watching the address so the teachers could adequately prepare curriculum that is in keeping with the district’s educational policies and goals.  I later received the same e-mail from Henry’s school.

It upset me that the kids would not be watching the broadcast live.  It further upset me to hear what some people in the district thought about the President and his message.  So late Monday night, I wrote the principals, expressing my displeasure about the district’s decision not to air the speech live.

I also expressed my displeasure about the district’s decision to permit students to opt-out of the replay of the message with their parent’s permission.  The Kirkwood School District is an excellent school district, I wrote, that has the ability to teach its students how to respectfully disagree with the President without needing to ignore him.  (Etc.)

Tommy and Julia have since watched the speech; Henry has not.  But it still bothers me that we live in this climate of polarization where it is acceptable to ignore those with whom you disagree or have the opinion that those with whom I disagree have nothing to teach me.

In our story from Mark, Peter takes Jesus aside after learning what this life of discipleship really entails, because he disagrees with what Jesus just taught him about discipleship.  Peter gets an A+ for getting Jesus’ job title right, but not the job description.  He flunks that test.  But what if, instead of staying with the group after disagreeing with Jesus and continuing to learn from Jesus, Peter had decided to opt-out?  What then?  While you ponder the answer, I’ll give you some background:

In today’s story from Mark that Terry, Kathy and Brad read, Jesus wants to know what people are saying about him.  Jesus and his disciples have made a pit stop in the villages of Caesarea Phillipi.  They’ve spent quite a lot of time together-a couple years, probably-which makes the question that Jesus asks them all the odder.  The scene looks a little like a stopover on a political campaign, where the candidate and his entourage are checking the latest poll results: What are folks saying?  Are they getting the message? But, the disciples seem to take the question in stride: some say you’re John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and some say you’re one of the prophets.  

Yes, yes, Jesus says.  But what about you?  Who do you say that I am?

In case you didn’t notice, Jesus is very big business these days. All a publisher or filmmaker has to do is ask “Who do people say that Jesus is?” and the profits come pouring in. From Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ to The Da Vinci Code and the hundreds of books spinning off in every direction from that one; from the Left Behind books envisioning Jesus coming anytime now as righteous flaming judge to Marcus Borg and the Jesus Seminar trying to cut out what they see as accrued traditions to get to the “real” Jesus, everybody’s got an opinion.  Myself included.   If Jesus came today and asked the question “Who do people say that I am,” he would need several days and strong coffee to deal with all the answers thrown at him.

In a fine little book, Believing in Jesus Christ, Presbyterian theologian Leanne Van Dyk writes, “You can order a Visa card from the Internet with a picture of Jesus on it. A Jesus Visa. The whole site pitches the card with the line, ‘Show the world your love for the most high’; the more you use your credit card, the more you show your love for Jesus. . . . You can load a Jesus screensaver onto your computer. You can buy Jesus playing cards, Jesus bumper stickers, Jesus bookmarks, key chains, lapel pins, earrings.” Van Dyk says that ever since Jesus walked and talked with his followers 2,000 years ago, people have defined him to reflect their own priorities, agendas, and aspirations and have conveniently answered the question “Who do you say that I am?” with the answer “you’ll be exactly who I want you to be.”

Which leads us to Peter and his stunning confession that Jesus is the Messiah.  BUT, not the Messiah Jesus claims to be but the Messiah Peter wants him to be.  Which is why Jesus calls Peter Satan.  

You see Peter, like most 1st century Jews, had high expectations that the Messiah would save them from the Romans.  The Messiah would be their liberator.  The Messiah would set them free from the tyranny and oppression and terrorism of the Roman government.  

The Messiah would come and defeat the Romans.  The last thing Peter expected or even wanted was a Messiah who would die at the very hands of their oppressors.  So when Jesus begins to teach his disciples that he, the Messiah, would endure suffering and rejection and be killed, the disciples fell silent.  This was not the good news they wanted to hear.  This sort of talk didn’t make any sense.  The Messiah was to defeat the enemy, not die at the enemy’s hands.

This is why Peter, who has just staked his faith and life in this Messiah’s hands, takes him aside to reprimand him.  “Whoa, whoa, wait a minute,” Peter says.  “Time out.  Suffering, rejection and death are not on the agenda.  Prestige, power and domination are.  It’s King David’s throne we’re after, ruling the nations with power and might.  We signed on for a crown, not a cross.”  (Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 2)

I imagine that at this moment, Jesus took a deep breath before he said to Peter, “Get behind me Satan.  For you are setting your mind on human things, not divine things.”  Jesus could say the same thing to any of us.  After all, we know what success is, and success is not defeat, rejection, and death.  Right?  Success means defeating the enemy, not the other way around.  We know what success looks like; we have nothing more to learn about success that we don’t already know.  So if success means suffering, denial, and death, I’ll opt-out.  

And people do opt-out.  They opt-out on the life Jesus called his disciples to live.  And after all, who can blame them?  Who wants to suffer? Who wants to deny themselves?  Who wants to lose their life?

No one does.  Not you or me.  We don’t want to suffer, die or deny ourselves.  And I don’t think Jesus wants us to suffer, die or deny ourselves.  If anything, I think stories like this one have been used for too long and in too many circles to perpetuate abuse and neglect of ourselves or permit others to abuse and neglect us and accept such suffering and abuse without protest.  This is not what Jesus meant.
What Jesus meant by this story, I think, is that leading a life of selfishness is to lead a life that is totally contrary to God’s intention and desire for us.  To deny ourselves nothing while others live with nothing, is to miss the point of discipleship.  To gain the world through any means necessary is not in keeping with Jesus’ ways.

If you want to save your life, lose it Jesus says.  Lose it by devoting your life to children who are in need of home; lose it by caring for a loved one while they undergo treatment for a serious illness; lose it by speaking up while someone is being abused and neglected.  If you want to save your life, lose it by following me and my ways.  I think that’s what Jesus is trying to teach his disciples and Peter.  

Which is all very nice, BUT. What if I don’t know where he will lead me? What if I don’t know what I believe about him? What if I don’t have my theology figured out? What if I’m not sure I believe at all?

The amazing thing is that he doesn’t ask for any of that, never asked for a statement of theological principles, not even a confession of faith. What he said was, “Follow me. Take up a cross and follow.”

It was years—centuries even—before his friends worked out the theology, the Christology, the ecclesiology, the ethical systems and all the rest of it, the paraphernalia of institutional Christianity. In the beginning it was “follow me,” and they slowly came to understand as they followed and carried their crosses.

But, if Peter chose to opt-out that day, who knows what could have happened?  What if Peter had decided he didn’t need to learn from a teacher with whom he disagreed, and went and started a church built upon the Messiah he wanted to come, rather than the Messiah that did come?  What would the church look like?  It would be an entirely different church, I think, that would not at all resemble Jesus’ life of service, sacrifice and giving.

But Thank God, Peter didn’t opt-out.  He stuck with it.  He continued to listen and learn, even though he initially disagreed with his teacher Jesus, the rabbi, the Messiah.  And by so doing, he learned what it means to follow.

You know, sometimes we think we need to have everything figured out; that if we don’t have all the answers to every theological question, or we don’t know something for certain, somehow we’ve let God down.  That we’ve failed as disciples.  What we forget, though, is that the very root of discipleship means to learn.  A disciple is a pupil, a learner, a student-someone who is eager to learn more.  A disciple is someone who has everything figured out.  And a disciple isn’t one who opts-out either.  

We all have something to learn-all of us.  No matter how much we know about being a disciple of Christ, we have something new to learn.  Not matter how long we’ve been at it, we have something to learn.  No matter how much education we have, we still have something to learn. We may not like the lesson; we may not even like the teacher; but we still have something to learn.

Who do you say that I am, Jesus asks.  If you want to learn the answer, take up your cross and follow.  Because opting out won’t get you anywhere.

Amen.
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