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Unsettling the Mind 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Psalm 22:23-31 

Reading from the Gospels:  Mark 8:31-38 

For Mark, Jesus and the disciples have the look of a campaign 

team in the final weeks: phones buzzing, pace quickening, they are 

bouncing between interviews, shuffling from event to event, jumping on 

buses and doing it all over again in the next town. They are motoring 

like the kid at the pool, seeing how fast he can move without being 

whistled for running; or perhaps like those Olympic walkers whose 

swiveling hips and awkward gait permit them to walk faster than most 

folks can run. No time to wait. Have to keep moving to make it to the 

next appearance.  

Jesus has a catering operation doing brisk business:  feeding five 

thousand, and later, four thousand. He's healing the sick, curing the 

deaf, fending off the Pharisees, sailing across the sea. The disciples can 

hardly keep up, getting gonged by the Moral Majority for failing to wash 

their hands before dinner at one point, and then forgetting to bring the 

bread for the covered dish. And what happened to all those leftovers 

from the miracle picnics?  
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I am currently reading a fascinating book by Erik Larson, titled 

The Splendid and the Vile.  The book follows Winston Churchill's first 

year as prime minister at the start of WWII as France falls to the 

Germans and England faces the inevitable bombing of London. In his 

first 24 hours, Churchill revealed himself to be entirely different than 

his staid and deliberate predecessor, Neville Chamberlain, who was 

sometimes referred to as "the Coroner" or "the old Umbrella." How'd you 

like that for an epitaph?  

Churchill was the opposite of staid. Electric would be a more 

fitting adjective. Larson reports, "A new electricity surged through 

Whitehall. Subdued corridors awoke." Edward Bridges, the secretary to 

the War Cabinet said, "It was as though the machine had overnight 

acquired one or two new gears, capable of far higher speeds than had 

ever before been thought possible." Civil servants were running through 

corridors, trying to keep up with the pace. A typist followed Churchill to 

take his dictation from the moment he awoke to the time he went to 

bed. And Churchill's idea of an office was expansive. "Often generals, 

ministers, and staff members would find themselves meeting with 

Churchill while he was in the bathtub, one of his favorite places to 
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work. He also liked working in bed and spent hours there each morning 

going through dispatches and reports, with a typist seated nearby. (Erik 

Larson, The Splendid and the Vile) 

Leave out the bathtub and the typist and you approach the pace of 

Mark. Ever on the go, the disciples huffing and puffing to keep pace, 

Jesus and the disciples reach Bethsaida, and there Jesus heals a blind 

man, who, we should briefly pause to note, moves from blindness to the 

ability to discern rudimentary shapes with people appearing like trees. 

Jesus touches his eyes a second time, and Mark reports, the man "saw 

everything clearly." 

See everything clearly. If only that was the case for us. As the text 

will tell us and life experience teaches us, our assumptions of clarity, 

understanding, and knowledge will prove to be far less than precise. 

The image of the blind man struggling to see offers an important 

metaphor for the journey of Jesus followers, including those early 

disciples and those of us reading the text today. How much of life do we 

spend stumbling through our days, blind to what God is doing, or at 

most perceiving only blurry hints of God's activity.  
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Still on the go with our tour guide, Mark, prompting us: We're 

walking ... We're walking. They're on their way to the next town, and 

Jesus, who's not inclined to small talk anyway, throws out a whopper of 

a question to the folks on the tour bus. "Who do people say that I am?" 

Whoa! That's a level 5 question in a level 2 moment, but the disciples do 

their best to answer.  "John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still 

others, one of the prophets." He asked them, "But who do you say that I 

am?" Peter answered him, "You are the Messiah." 

Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Yes, Peter, you are correct, which 

means you and your friends have just won a no-expense paid vacation to 

Jerusalem where you'll have front row seats for the first annual 

Passover Parade of Palms, followed by a thrill ride taking you from 

temple to garden to courtroom to Golgotha and finally into hiding! 

Who do you say Jesus is? That's a big question. You know how I 

know that? Because over the last 33 years whenever I have asked a 

group that question, you know what I hear? Silence. We know Jesus is 

important. We generally think it's a good thing to follow Jesus. We may 

have even bought tickets to ride this tour bus called church. Yet, 

confronted with the question of who this Jesus actually is, we demur.  
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It's an intimidating question. We'll even parrot the tired defense 

that faith is a private matter, which has never been true. The truth is 

that the question scares us. We're afraid of what the question may say 

about us; afraid of what that question may call forth from us. So, we'll 

just leave that question in the we'll-get-to-that-later pile and put up 

with the guilt in the meantime.  

Jesus knows our religious reticence, and yet he cares enough 

about our well-being to throw that question out there anyway. Jesus 

asked them, "But who do you say that I am?" Peter answered him, "You 

are the Messiah." Unlike Matthew, Mark doesn't say what Jesus 

thought about Peter's answer. Was he surprised? Or, perhaps he 

thought, Okay, now we're getting somewhere. They may actually have a 

clue about what I'm doing here.  

In any case, Jesus then takes the risk of giving them some inside 

information on what's about to go down. "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." Buckle your 

seatbelts, boys; the road's about to get bumpy. 
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Peter doesn't like the sound of that, which is ironic because he had 

just confessed a fundamental truth about who this Jesus is. "You are 

the messiah." Mark doesn't indicate that Peter stammered when he said 

that. Yet, saying something doesn't mean you understand it. My word, 

how many exams did we take in high school and college, having 

crammed answers into our short-term memory without assimilating the 

concepts behind them? Think about it, Jesus is the answer to 98% of the 

questions asked in church. We know that, but we don't necessarily 

understand what it means. Who do you say Jesus is? The question 

makes you feel like a deer frozen in the headlights, doesn't it? Who do 

you say Jesus is and how does that influence what you'll do this 

afternoon and how you'll go about it? Who do you say Jesus is and how 

does that impact who you will be tomorrow and the day after that?  

Peter knew the right answer, but Peter's idea of what that meant 

was mistaken. "You are the messiah." Peter's notion of what this meant 

was the theme song of The Jeffersons - Movin' on up to the east side. We 

finally got a piece of the pie. Watch out Herod! Watch out Pilate! Watch 

out Caesar!  We'll be running the show now. The disciples are thinking 

Hickey-Freeman suits and two martini lunches at the Jerusalem Club. 
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However, Jesus outlines a wholly different scenario. Yes, Peter 

had the right answer, but this is what that answer meant to Jesus. 

"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." 

No ... no ... Peter's not buying that. Mark says that Peter rebukes 

Jesus, the very one he had just called Messiah. What's wrong with this 

picture? Peter rebukes Jesus, but wait a minute, rebuke is the word 

Mark uses to describe Jesus casting out demons and chastising big 

weather events into calm submission.  

Peter rebukes Jesus? In a way, it makes sense, I guess. I mean, it 

is what we do so often. We'll say, "We believe in you Jesus; We'll follow 

you." And then, you know what? We'll turn right around and tell Jesus 

how to walk, thinking that we know better than Jesus how to be Jesus. 

We'll make Jesus conform to our likes and dislikes, prejudices and 

grudges, insecurities and vanities. Why, we'll take his name and use it 

to defend everything from Confederate flags to conspiracy theories, 

trickle-down economics, enslavement, and every manner of injustice; 

we'll distort his name to push a prosperity gospel, that works really 
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good for us but leaves most of the world out. Just slap a little Jesus on 

any injustice to make it sound good. Peter rebukes Jesus and so do we. 

However, Mark invites you to keep reading, because Peter is about 

to get served. "Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not 

on divine things but on human things." He called the crowd with his 

disciples, and said to them, "If any want to become my followers, let 

them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me." 

Uh, oh! That sounds heavy. Actually, you couldn't blame Peter at 

this point for thinking this is not what he signed up for. At this point, 

the cross had not entered the lexicon of faith; had no association with 

anything religious. Peter would eventually get it, but what about us? 

With Mark's first readers, on the other side of Golgotha, we cannot say 

we don't know to what Jesus is alluding when he talks about the cross. 

You know, April 2nd isn't going to be our first Good Friday. We've heard 

the story Richard John Neuhaus called Death on a Friday Afternoon 

every year. We've heard and annually sung the lyrics, Were you there 

when they crucified my Lord?  
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Take up your cross. What could that mean? There's the guy with 

the homemade cross, outfitted with training wheels, that he carried 

across the country; and God bless him, but that's not necessarily the 

cross that we've been called to pick up. So, what are we supposed to do 

with that? "If any want to become my followers, let them deny 

themselves and take up their cross and follow me."  

What are we supposed to do with that? Technically, the cross is an 

instrument of capital punishment, but what is taking place on the cross 

of Jesus? A Declaration of Faith says that on the cross, Jesus "was 

acting on behalf of God, manifesting the Father's love that takes on 

itself the loneliness, pain, and death that result from our 

waywardness." Frederick Buechner says that in Jesus, "God himself 

does not give answers. He gives himself." Paul says, "God prove his love 

for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ Jesus died for us." 

Ephesians says, "now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have 

been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace." 

What we have in the cross of Christ is the fullest expression of 

what love is. Do you remember Paul's counsel? "Love does not insist on 
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its own way; it is not irritable or resentful ... It bears all things, believes 

all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never ends."  

So, could it be that to take up the cross of Christ is the willingness 

to go where love demands, a willingness to represent self-giving love in 

a self-indulgent world? A love that says to neighbors in pain, "You are 

worth the effort." A love that abides when it's not easy or convenient, 

because ... you know ... people are people. Could it be a love willing to 

sacrifice self-interest for the greater good? A love willing to get in what 

John Lewis called good trouble for the sake of neighbor. 

I cannot guess to what love is calling you, but I do know the call is 

there. Ponder Paul's challenge, "If then there is any encouragement in 

Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any 

compassion and sympathy ... be of the same mind, having the same 

love, being in full accord and of one mind ... Let each of you look not to 

your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be 

in you that was in Christ Jesus."  

Now, this is the point in the sermon where'd I'd usually insert 

some inspirational story of the great lengths to which some saint went 
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to give of themself for the benefit of another. In a seemingly coarse and 

hateful world, there are still so many stories of saints swimming 

against the tide of self-indulgence to reflect the self-giving love of 

Christ. But you know what? You don't need to be heartened by their 

stories; you need to write you own. What is your cross? And no, it's not 

sitting in heavy traffic or putting up with an obstreperous colleague or 

parenting a teenager or eating your peas. Jesus has something bigger in 

mind for you. Where is love calling you to go? Like Stevie Wonder said 

long ago, Love's in need of love today. Pick up that cross. Carry it. You 

may just find what's missing. Amen.    


