Mark 8v27-end: ‘The Way of the Cross’ - Revd Canon Christopher Bull - Sunday 15th September 2024
Opening Prayer: Open our ears, O Lord, to hear your word and know your voice. Speak to our hearts and strengthen our wills, that we may serve you now and always. Amen.

In 1902 Rudyard Kipling, he of ‘Mowgli and the Jungle Book’ and ‘Just So Stories’ fame, wrote a short poem by about curiosity, entitled ‘Six Honest Serving Men’.

“I keep six honest serving-men (They taught me all I knew);

Their names are What and Why and When

and How and Where and Who.”
Six questions that feed curiosity. Jesus was curious: our Gospel reading from Mark picks up the story during an extraordinarily busy and disturbing time for the disciples; they were being stretched in their commitment to Jesus and their experience of sharing his ministry. Jesus didn’t do his miracles to impress people, but his miracles were impressive: the disciples had just experienced the deliverance of a young girl from an evil spirit and healing miracles of a deaf and dumb man hearing and speaking and a blind man receiving his sight. He’d fed four thousand people. And Jesus didn’t teach and preach to impress people, yet his words were refreshingly new and exciting... and people’s lives were transformed. And now Jesus was curious – what were his disciples making of all this? He challenged them to pull their experiences with him together and make sense of them by deciding who they thought he was. 
So, he asks his disciples: “Who do people say I am?” Various answers are given... John the Baptist, Elijah, one of the prophets. Jesus curiosity deepens and becomes more personal: “But what about you? Who do you say I am?”
Why is it important to know who Jesus is? In the midst of everything that makes up our private and public lives, it is easy to get distracted... but we must hold on the centre of our faith, to who this remarkable man is. It isn’t enough to know Jesus as a great teacher and apply his good teaching in our lives and be better people. In the days to come the disciples were to face some very tough challenges and it was knowing that Jesus is the Christ, the Lord, come among them in human flesh, who was to offer himself in the place of sinners, that would be key to understanding was about to happen and to strengthen their following of him. And in our tough challenges and difficult times we, too, need to know who this Jesus is... the Christ, the Lord, for it will be key to our enduring, and our ongoing walk with God, our discipleship.
In answer to Jesus’ question, as usual, it is Peter who speaks: ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.’ (v29) Peter had come to that conclusion through time spent with Jesus, gradually realising that this man that they knew so well was indeed God’s Messiah. It was an extraordinary moment of recognising Jesus.

And it is this declaration and Jesus’ teaching on his coming suffering and death, the subject of our Gospel reading, that provide this key turning point of Mark’s Gospel. The first half of Mark’s Gospel emphasises Jesus as the Son of Man who did not come to be served, but to serve; it is kingdom-focussed mission, of teaching and miracles and encounters. The second half, evident in Peter’s Messiah declaration, is the why... that Jesus came to give his life a ransom for many. (Mark 10v45)
From this point Mark’s focus is on the Cross; three times in chapters 8, 9, and 10 he tells the disciples that he must suffer, be rejected, killed, and rise again (8v31; 9v31; 10v33-34), but the disciples are slow in the uptake. Standing this side of the resurrection, we easily miss the bombshell these words have on Jesus’s disciples. In his commentary on Mark, Tom Wright points out that the disciples still seemed to be looking for a revolutionary to overthrow their Roman oppressors. Peter may have been ‘prepared’ (in theory at least) to risk his life to support Jesus, but surely it can’t be right for Jesus himself to die! Jesus is the one they need to be king. But there is more going on here than a political overthrowing of the Roman government and the establishing of an earthy king in an earthly ‘kingdom of God’.
Jesus follows each prediction of his death with a call to discipleship, to self-denial and servanthood. Mark probably wrote his gospel for suffering Christians in Rome; if they were going to endure persecution and be faithful to the Lord Jesus, it was crucial that they understood who Jesus truly is and what was about to happen, that he came to give his life a ransom for many. 
We get a hint of this when Peter took Jesus aside and remonstrated with him. Jesus uses the sharpest possible language to reprimand Peter who blurted out what the Accuser had been whispering to Jesus all along. ‘You can’t go and die; it will ruin it all! You’re doing fine; a few more healings, a few more parables, people will get the message. Don’t be rash; don’t be foolish.’ But Jesus recognises the Accuser’s voice even through the lips of one of his closest friends. ‘You are thinking from a human perspective. You are not looking at things from God’s point of view.’
And he then issues his challenge: “Follow me. Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” That’s Christian discipleship in a nutshell, isn’t it? We’re not talking about giving up a few bits and pieces. Tom Wright underlines the challenge: “Did we suppose that the Kingdom of God would mean merely a few minor adjustments in our ordinary lives.” Our declaration about who we believe Jesus to be and our understanding of his suffering and death for us, is the key turning point in our own faith journey.
To deny yourself is to deliberately set aside your own interests in order to discover and live God’s interests, to learn and to live God’s perspectives, which might very much look like foolishness in the eyes of the world. But Jesus doesn’t stop there. “Pick up your cross and follow me.” The cross did not have the same significance for them that it has now for us. Their only frame of reference would have been something you wouldn’t wish on your worst enemy. Picking up a cross meant certain death. 
Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5 (v15): “Christ died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.” Jesus’ unique death saves us from what would otherwise be our death. And repeated again and again in the New Testament is, that because Jesus died, we must die too. We must pick up our cross and lose our lives for the sake of the gospel, to follow Jesus. And in losing our lives, we gain them. “Did we suppose that the Kingdom of God would mean merely a few minor adjustments in our ordinary lives.”
And here we are, at the Licensing of Cathy Pearce. As with all those who explore vocation I don’t think we had any idea what adjustments would be required to our lives. But Cathy, here you are, Curacy completed and Associate Minister status to be bestowed.
But this is never about status… not for you… not for me… not for any minister or for anyone who would call themselves Christian. It is about knowing who Jesus is, then picking up our cross and losing our lives for the sake of the gospel, to follow Jesus. And in that losing of our lives, we gain life, life in all its fullest abundance.

“Did we suppose that the Kingdom of God would mean merely a few minor adjustments in our ordinary lives.”

In the Lord of the Rings Frodo the Hobbit reflects on the hugely challenging task given him, to dispose of the ring that brings ultimate power and corruption: “I wish it need not have happened in my time.” “So do I,” says Gandalf, “and so do all who live to see such times. But that is not for us to decide. All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.” 
What a great line: ‘All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.’ What will you do with the time given you? Jesus says, “Come, follow me. Pick up your cross and come follow me.”
Closing Prayer: Crucified One, You took up your cross for our sakes. Give us courage to take up our crosses for your sake. Help us to lay aside our own wants, so that we can focus more clearly on what you want. Lead us into your kingdom’s fullness, so that we can participate in showing the world that your kingdom has come and is coming. We want to follow you. We give our lives to you. Take us, as we are, and make us your own. Amen.
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