The Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Text:  Mark 8:27-38
September 13, 2009

Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

Have you ever listened to Baxter Black, the commentator on National Public Radio?  He once told this story, that actually happened to his cousin, Hank.  Hank is a farmer who lives in a rural, central Minnesota village. One of his city relatives invited him to come for a visit in St. Paul, so Hank decided to ride the train that passed by his community. 
At the first stop, the conductor announced that everyone would be able to get off at the station for a short layover. Hank wandered into the station and found the vending machines where he purchased a carton of milk and six-pack of Oreo cookies. 
He then sat down at a small table in the waiting room next to a gentleman who was obviously not from the country – nice suit, overcoat, some of those half-glasses to read with, and he was reading The Wall Street Journal. Hank opened the Oreos and took a cookie. As he put it into his mouth, he noticed that the other man reached over and took an Oreo for himself and continued reading! 
Now Hank knew that no one in his little town would ever just reach over and take an Oreo without saying anything. This was really different from the country! After a moment, Hank took a swig of milk to wash his cookie down, and the man reached over for a second Oreo! Hank took his second cookie, and not knowing what the stranger would do, he took a third Oreo at the same time and began to eat them quickly. Lo and behold, the stranger grabbed the last cookie, got up and folded his paper in a huff and walked off! 
City folks, thought Hank, were strange indeed. He finished his milk and got up to get back on the train. As he did, he reached into his pocket for his ticket, and he found his pack of Oreos.  We don't always know everything we think we know about what's going on. We can be so wrong when we think we're so right!
That is Peter’s situation in our Gospel.  Peter thinks he knows exactly who Jesus is!  And in a sense, Peter is right.  Jesus asks Peter, “Who do you say that I am?”  And Peter responds, “You are the Messiah, the Christ!  You are the one whom we have been waiting for!”
And then – shadows of last Sunday, maybe you’ll remember – Jesus tells Peter not to repeat that to anyone else.  “Keep my Messiahship a secret.”

In last Sunday’s Gospel, you may remember, Jesus told a healed deaf man not to tell anyone about his miracle.  Because, we discovered, Jesus didn’t want people to think he was just a miracle worker.

So, in today’s Gospel, when Jesus says, “Don’t tell anyone that I am the long-promised Messiah,”….. does that mean he doesn’t want the people to think he is just the Messiah?  Or…..maybe Jesus is going to be a different kind of Messiah, a Messiah different from the One that Israel was expecting!
Peter, you see, is expecting a Messiah who will come with power…and that’s the Messiah that all Jews were waiting for:  a Messiah who would come with might and power and drive out the Romans from the land!

And we can certainly see why Peter thought he was right about a powerful Messiah.  Today we are at the midpoint in Mark’s Gospel, and here’s a quick recital of the power stories in the first half of Mark, the first 8 chapters.   Jesus:

· Overcomes Satan’s temptations

· Cast out demons

· Heals a leper

· Heals a paralytic

· Calms a storm

· Casts out more demons

· Raises a girl from the dead

· Heals the bleeding woman

· Feeds 5,000 people

· Walks on the water

· Heals a deaf mute

· Feeds 4,000 people

· Heals a blind man.

Do you see?  Up to this point in Mark’s Gospel Peter – and we, too! – have been flabbergasted by Jesus’ power!  Who is this man who has been able to do such amazing things?  
And today Peter tells us:  “He is the Messiah!  He is the Christ!”  And Peter thinks he’s right.  But – like the man in the railroad station who thought he was right, that he was eating his own oreos – Peter is soon going to discover that he is not completely right.

Peter is about to have the rug pulled out from under his feet.  In scene two of our Gospel story today, Jesus starts talking about….the cross!  Jesus predicts that he will be rejected, killed, and raised again from the dead.

Peter rebukes Jesus:  “But that’s not supposed to happen to the Messiah!  The Messiah is supposed to be a powerful, successful political leader, one who will drive out Israel’s enemies and establish a reign of peace.”

Oh, it’s not that Peter misunderstands Jesus.  Our story tells us that “Jesus said all this quite plainly.”  Peter doesn’t misunderstand Jesus; he just doesn’t like what Jesus is saying!  Peter’s kind of Messiah wouldn’t do a stupid think like rising from the dead – because Peter’s Messiah would never have had to die in the first place!

Peter rebukes Jesus.  Now Jesus rebukes Peter:  “Get behind me, Satan,” Jesus says to Peter, “Your mind is set on human things, not divine things.”  To speak of Jesus’ journey to the cross is a divine thing; to speak of Jesus avoiding the cross is to speak a human thing.

People, this is the pivotal story in the Gospel of Mark.  It happens smack dab in the center of the Gospel:  eight chapters before this one, eight chapters yet to come.  It is a pivotal story – a crossroads story:  Is Jesus going to go in this direction [right arm extended], as a powerful miracle-worker, as a wise and wonderful teacher, as a political Messiah to save the people of Israel?  Or is Jesus going to go in this direction – to the cross!  [two arms intersected as a cross]

Peter thought he had the Messiah nailed down, that he knew what kind of Messiah to expect.  But he was wrong.  Do you see now why Jesus ordered his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah, the Christ?  Only those who follow Jesus all the way to the cross will recognize who he really is.  If we stop before we get to Calvary, we misunderstand Jesus.  We will mistake him for just another miracle worker, just another exorcist, just another dime-a-dozen, wise and compelling teacher.  If the disciples proclaim Jesus as the Messiah without the cross, they will proclaim a false Messiah.
And now we come to scene three in our Gospel story – we’re not done yet, you see.  Jesus invites some of the crowd to come closer in with the disciples, and he talks to them all about discipleship:  “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”

This is the central theme of the Gospel!  Some of you might remember a few years back when I collected all the many different sayings of Jesus that repeated this theme.  I found 27 of them in the four Gospels!  Sayings like:

· Those who want to save their life will lose it.

· The greatest among you will be your servant.

· All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.

· Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.

This is the central theme of the Gospel; it is the central theme of Jesus’ life….the life of the One who goes to the cross for the sake of the world.

The invitation to follow Jesus is now redefined in view of the cross:  you die in order to live.  Brennan Manning describes what he calls a myth that flourishes in many of our churches:  this suggestion that Christian discipleship consists of one rousing victory after another.  The myth goes something like this:  “Once I accept Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior, an irreversible, sinless future beckons.  Discipleship will be an untarnished success story; life will be an unbroken upward spiral toward holiness.”

Back in the late 4th century there was a monk by the name of Telemachus.  He made a decision – like so many other monks – to go out into the desert to be by himself, to seek communion with God.  But one day it suddenly dawned on him that his life was based not on a self-less, but a selfish love of God.  He decided that if he were to serve God, he must serve his brothers and sisters.

So he went to Rome, which, at this time after Constantine, was a Christian empire.  Except that some pagan practices still remained:  one of them being, the gladitorial games.  Oh, not that Christians were still being tossed to the lions, but rather that prisoners of war were forced to fight and kill each other in the arena, in front of thousands of spectators.

Telemachus was in the arena during one of these gladitorial contests.  The crowd, supposed Christians, were cheering on the gladiators to their deaths.  Telemachus could not hold himself back.  He jumped over the barrier and ran out onto the field and positioned himself between the gladiators.  They just pushed him aside and want on with their butchery.  

Again he came between them.  The crowd threw stones at him and urged the gladiators to kill him.  And one of them raised his sword and did just that.

Suddenly the crowd was silent.  They were shocked that a holy man should have been killed in such a way.  Suddenly there was a mass realization of what this killing really was.  The games ended abruptly that day – and they never began again.  Telemachus, by dying, had ended them.  The famous historian, Gibbon, said of him:  “His death was more useful to humanity than his life.”

Now, maybe I shouldn’t have done that.  Maybe I shouldn’t have told that story about St. Telemachus.  You see, that’s one of the dangers about telling stories about the saints.  We all say to ourselves:  “Well, he was a saint.  I’m not.  I could never do anything like that.”
And, I do have to admit, this has been kind of heavy news today, hasn’t it?  Deny yourself!  Take up your cross!  Where is the gospel, the good news, in this story?  Well, notice this:  before the section about discipleship, before those closing words from Jesus about how we are to live….before all that comes Jesus’ clear announcement about what he must do….that he must take up the cross!
So you see?  You and I are able to deny ourselves only because we have already died with Jesus on the cross – that’s what our baptism was all about! – only because we now live in him and He in us.  
There is also good news in Peter’s being rebuked, as strange as that may seem.  “Get behind me!”  Jesus doesn’t say, “Get lost,” he says, “Get behind me, get back in line, get back to the only place from which you can follow me.  That way, when you get to the crossroads, when you have to make a decision, you won’t have to worry about which way to go.  You just have to follow.”
