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But Jesus turned to Peter and said to him, “Get behind me Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things. Then Jesus told his disciples, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”
Day by day, dear Lord, of thee three things we pray: to see thee more clearly, love thee more dearly, follow thee more nearly, day by day. Amen.
The first time I heard this passage from the Gospels--really heard it--it was ten years ago and I was in a graduate degree program and had to read the New Testament for an assignment. I was shocked and really offended, even hurt by Jesus’ tone of voice with his best friend Peter, calling him Satan--probably because I saw myself standing squarely in Peter’s shoes at that moment. 

But even more I was shocked because for the first time I heard Jesus requiring something of me--and of everyone who might hear him. I was comfortable with the Jesus of mercy, of forgiveness--always doling out generously what I was willing to receive. But here Jesus was putting the ball in my court, and in everybody’s who heard his message: “If any want to become my followers (notice: not “you must become my followers” but “IF any want to become my followers”, IF you want to call yourself Christian, IF you claim to take Jesus seriously), 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 will find it. For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life?” And the implied answer here is of course “Nothing”.
There’s a risk of being too autobiographical here, but I want to tell you this story because it is burned in my head and heart--the good kind of burn that makes you want to change your life for the better: The first time I preached this passage--several years after first hearing it--I apologized to the congregation on behalf of Jesus. I apologized for his distinctly un-pastoral tone. I apologized that their hearing of this Scripture meant God was not taking a burden off their shoulders but was putting a burden directly on their shoulders--each and every one of them--that IF they chose to join up with Jesus and his cause, IF they chose to call themselves Christians, each and every one must do the following three things every day of their lives from here on out: 1) put others first on a regular basis, 2) endure unfair hardship, and 3) travel through the valley of the shadow of death with all the real human fear and trembling that goes along with it. I know why I found myself standing in that pulpit apologizing: I was apologizing because like Peter I wanted to protect them from the stark reality of the truth, shield them from getting hurt, from knowing pain: “Jesus did leave us an out!” I was trying to comfort them with--“he did say “If”!
At the door on the way out a woman I had never seen and never saw again stopped the outgoing traffic of people and looked me dead in the eye and said, “Never apologize for what Jesus requires of us. It’s what I come to church to hear every Sunday, and it’s what I know I need to hear.” Never apologize for the worthy demands of the Gospel.
Today I am not going to hide the truth from you. By hearing this Gospel God has put a burden on our hearts, on our lives, and we can either refuse it or accept it, but we cannot ignore it. Choosing to join up with Jesus will not make you happier, skinnier, or more beautiful. In fact it has risky consequences. The rest of the world will encourage you to hold onto grudges when the hurt is legitimate, to return hate for hate, to mind your own business, and to trust no one. If we refuse Jesus, we can go on happily living by the world’s standards. But IF we join up with Jesus, we will be required to bless our enemies and not to curse them as we would like; we will be required to spend our precious time and energy and resources on people who don’t matter to the rest of the world; we will be required to refuse to repay evil for evil even when people think we’re crazy to do so; and somehow--God only knows--we must strive to overcome evil in this world with good, even if it takes us to a cross. If we choose to join up with Jesus, we must recognize that he is the one here placing his confidence in us; he is the one trusting us with the strange, sacred task of sacrificing ourselves for love’s sake. 

If we are honest, by the standards of Jesus not many of us are Christians, including myself, because we have not yet succeeded in fulfilling his stringent requirements. I think it was Gandhi who wrote he would consider converting to Christianity but had never met anyone who actually did the things Jesus said to do. But if we choose today, we can become travelers together on the road to becoming Christians. 
In the preface of a little book called Training in Christianity, the 19th century philosopher Soren Kierkegaard writes: “The requirements of Jesus ought to be uttered, plainly set forth, and heard: and I must understand that what is said is addressed solely to me--that I might learn not only to take refuge in ‘grace,’ but to take refuge in such a way as to make use of ‘grace.’”
If we choose to follow together, we will get to experience grace every time we feel unwilling, tired, afraid, and unworthy. And if we dare to make use of that grace, I am convinced we will rise to such acts of love as we never before could have imagined. But the choice is of course ours to make. 
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