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Lent 2B 

Peace, Seattle

March 4, 2012

Mark 8:31-38

NO SPIN CYCLE

How many times have we seen this scenario:

· In an unscripted moment, a candidate says something that contradicts his official stance on an issue. 

· The media pick up on the contradiction.

· The candidate’s handlers try getting in front of the story during the ensuing spin cycle.
· The candidate suggests his remarks were taken “out of context” and denies saying what he said.

· Voters are left with the task of discerning what the candidate really thinks and how that thinking could be translated into policy if the Candidate is elected.

Sound familiar?  As the saying goes: truth is the first casualty in any political campaign.  And everything I’ve seen so far this election cycle affirms that motto.  Not only that, in this election cycle, the role of technology has upped the ante, revolutionizing politics to the point that truth and fabrication are becoming ever more difficult to tease apart.  

The latest innovation? Customized political advertising—called microtargeting—which allows political campaigns to dovetail specific web ads toward specific potential supporters based on very specific demographics. 

Twenty years ago, we’d all see the same ad on TV.  Today, tailor made web ads provide content so targeted that two people living in the same household may receive different political ads from the same candidate based on their unique, individual profile.
  

What that means is, all the right sound bytes will be coming your way.  And “the truth” will be carefully packaged to deliver a message that conforms to the world as you want it to be.
Of course it’s more complicated than that.  And politicians aren’t the only ones who do it.  

We all know how to shade the truth so that we end up with less opposition to what we want, less egg on our faces, and less of the blame when things don’t turn out the way we thought they would.

You can find plenty of examples in Scripture, too.  Abraham, Jacob, Moses, David…the list could go on…all trying to shade the truth in a way that would make their situations more palatable.  

We see it in the “backstory” to today’s gospel, as well, where Peter, like any good campaign manager, tries to “get in front” on the issue of Jesus as Messiah.  

The verses just prior to today’s text set the stage.

Traveling with his disciples to the northern edge of Galilee, Jesus is poised to ask them the question that has dominated their inner thoughts ever since they met him:  WHO IS HE?
They’d had front row seats at exorcisms, healings, and miracles.  

They’d followed him into the uncharted territory of new religious experience. 

And now their teacher, their Rabbi, was asking the question each of them had been struggling all along to answer. WHO, Jesus says, DO YOU SAY THAT I AM?

The question is a simple one.  But how they answer it will make all the difference.

True to form, it’s Peter—who else?—who has the gumption to spit the words out first:  


YOU ARE THE MESSIAH, he says. THE CHRIST.  

And this is where our text for today begins.  Verse 31:  

“Then 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.  

He said all this quite openly.”

This, thinks Peter, is no way for a Messiah to talk!  So he, like any good handler, pulls the Messiah candidate aside to set him straight.  

JESUS, YOU can’t talk THIS WAY.  THERE’S NO FUTURE IN IT!

Messiah’s script doesn’t include suffering and death! 

WE’ll never attract people to the movement if you keep up like this!

Jesus, of course, simply won’t be “handled.” He returns Peter’s rebuke with a rebuke of his own.  


GET BEHIND ME, Jesus shouts, YOU HAVEN’T GOT A CLUE WHAT GOD IS UP TO.

And in less time than it takes to spell “primary,” Peter has gone from hero to goat.

It’s then that Jesus, going public, lays it all on the line:

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.

If there are gospel words more counter-cultural than these, I can’t imagine what they would be.  

· No chicken in every pot; 

· No promise of a bright new day;

· No nostalgic return to the good old days;

· No sound bytes tailor-made to satisfy the religious and corporate elite, or the appetites of the common man.

· Just the plain, hard irony that true life is born of self-denial and the yielding of my agenda to God.  

It’s likely there were many in the crowd that day who were following Jesus precisely because they thought that, by doing so, they would save their lives, improve their prospects, make themselves more successful.  To all those who saw or see Jesus as a pathway to measurable worldly success, these are tough words indeed.
 

Mark doesn’t say this, but it wouldn’t surprise me if, after this difficult teaching, the crowds around Jesus got smaller.  It wouldn’t be surprising at all, as the gap between who Jesus really was and who people expected him to be, grew greater and greater.
 

“JESUS IS LORD” is fine, as long as the demands on me aren’t too great, as long as my needs are met, and my future is secure.

Unfortunately for us, if what Jesus says is true, then we who are dedicated to preserving our lives will ultimately lose them.  In the final analysis, standing before our Lord, self-preservation is a guaranteed failure. 

Macrina Wiederkehr writes: 
We search for a God we can touch.  In our longing for such a God we often create false gods who seem not so demanding.  It is hard for us to admit the truth that what(ever) we worship and serve really is Lord of our lives... Either Jesus is Lord of our lives or he is not... 

Of course, the fact that we, like Peter and the others, cannot be other than our self-preservationist-selves is precisely why “it is necessary that the Son of May must undergo great suffering, and be rejected, killed, and after three days rise again.”
This is the great conundrum, the unfathomable mystery of the gospel that pencil out for Peter and doesn’t for us.

That the very one who asks us to follow him even to death goes out ahead of us and defeats that death, and the shame that goes along with it.  And defeats it not by side-stepping, or by special powers or slight of hand, but by entering into it fully, experiencing it completely, and having been plunged into its deepest darkness, is raised up by God on the third day.

Where then do we fit in?  St. Paul provides the answer:

“Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  We have been buried with him, by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might live a new life.  For if we have been untied with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.”

United with Christ in death, we are united with him in LIFE, and called, in all our vulnerability, to take this plunge, knowing that, because he has already done so, our final standing before God is assured.

“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.”

God’s message to us this morning is that when Jesus calls to us, TAKE UP YOUR CROSS AND FOLLOW ME, he is really giving us back our deepest selves; calling us to live the indelible identity that is his gift to us in baptism; an identity he nourishes each time we gather at his Table.

Amen.
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