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Mark 8:27-38


If you were here last week you may recall hearing me say that Jesus was heading into Gentile, or non Jewish Territory, into Tyre.  That is where he encountered a Gentile woman, one of the ‘dogs' of society.  Her faith in Jesus facilitated the healing of her daughter.


Today, Jesus has changed directions and is traveling toward Jerusalem, the Holy City.  The intensity of His ministry heats up!  He is making his way to the villages of the region known as Caesarea Philippi and He asks His disciples a curious question,  “Who it is that people say I am?”  They have all sorts of answers.  Some, they have heard, think that He is John the Baptist; others say he is Elijah, and others say that he is another of God's prophets.  Jesus asks, “Who do you say that I am?”   Peter, as usual jumps in and declares, “You are the Messiah.”  Jesus gets very serious here and warns them not to tell anyone!  As soon as Jesus warns the disciples sternly not to disclose to anyone who he really is, Mark moves to the first of 3 'passion predictions’ in his book.


It is interesting to me to see how the definition of words changes over the years.  If I were to say the word “Passion”, all sorts of things might come to mind.   Life coaches tell us that when we are looking for just the right job, we have to find our passion.  We hear concert pianists who play with passion.  We have all heard of or seen the movie called The Passion of Christ.  The Scriptures we read at Good Friday are called the Passion Narratives. Originally, passion comes from a Greek word meaning suffering.  So in Biblical context, passion refers to suffering.


“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.....”


This is horrible news for the disciples to hear, unbearable.....and again, Peter jumps in and rebukes Jesus for saying that such terrible things are going to happen.  Jesus puts Peter in his place and then turns to all of them.  Listen to what Jesus says to them in the words of Eugene Peterson in The Message.  “Anyone who intends to come with me has to let me lead.  You are not in the driver's seat; I am.  Don't run from suffering; embrace it.  Follow me and I'll show you how.  Self-help is no help at all.  Self-sacrifice is the way, my way, to saving yourself, your true self.”  The NRSV translation says, “For those who want to save their life will lose it....”  The word translated as 'life' has as its root, the word ‘psyche’ and 'psychology'.  The notion of self.  The affirmation and the value of self, comes in the act of self-giving.


One wise elder in this congregation told me that whenever he was down in the dumps, feeling sorry for himself and his circumstances, he found that the best way to start feeling better was to get moving and do something for someone else -   Self-giving, self- sacrifice, putting your own needs on hold. Kind of ironic don't you think?  But Jesus' way was filled with irony and paradox.  Some call it counter-intuitive wisdom.  What we think we need is to dress our own wounds, but what we really need is to tend to the wounds of someone else.  That was Jesus' way.


I met with a man of deep faith this week.  He walks closely with God.   He told me that he is still trying to discover who he is.....not in the manner of what do I want to be or do when I grow up, but much deeper than that.  He continues to seek God's will for his life in everything he says and does.  He is genuine and wildly enthusiastic in his pursuit of discerning God's will for his life.  In and through that God focused approach, he is discovering, bit by bit who he is...what it is that is his 'self’... that 'self' is In Christ, his 'true self'.


During our first time of ministry in New Zealand I had the privilege of ministering to a retired theology professor who was dying of throat cancer.  I asked him what his favorite passage of Scripture was so that I could read to him.  He told me that it was not really a passage, but rather a phrase.  “In Christ” Children of God, who are you?  “In Christ” who are you?  Whether you are 15 or 51 or 105, if we take our faith seriously, we are forever striving to discover our selves....developing and discerning an understanding of who we are as a child of God,  who we are 'In Christ'.  Part of the way that we go about that, is do discern who we know Jesus to be....the Messiah, the Son of God, the Lamb of God, the Good Shepherd.  


He asked his disciples who they thought others thought he was.  Then he turned and asked the disciples who they thought he was.  Today he asks you.

Amen 
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