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Responding to the Ache

Jesus 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. (Mark 8:34)
Please pray with me: Lord Jesus, let us see you for who you are, suffering, dying, and rising--beckoning, encouraging, sustaining. Give us the faith we need to follow you.
It had been a pretty good ride so far for the disciples. Watching the one who called them heal with the touch of his clothing, preach to huge crowds, conquer evil with the flick of a wrist and a simple command--it was truly something to behold. And then when he sent them out two by two into the towns, they felt his own power flowing through their clothes, their gestures, their commands--what kind of power is this, what kind of authority that shares itself so generously with its followers? What a privilege to be part of such a movement--what a sensation to feel holy energy flowing through your very body into the body of another. Life was new and fresh and amazing--the future was wide open, the sky was the limit.

Sure there had been a few bumps--religious leaders who got their feelings hurt, civic authorities who were getting curious about this person Jesus--but nothing too serious, nothing to be frightened of. After all they were on the side of God, and they had seen the power of the holy themselves, they had felt it in their own fingertips. Life was good!

And then something unusual happened. It was like one of those family dinners that was going so well, then all of a sudden goes horribly wrong. Someone has too much to drink and says something she shouldn’t have, an ugly confrontation ensues, someone storms out, and then that awful silence.

Jesus has just asked his disciples who he is, and they have given the answers they’ve heard the crowds wonder: John the Baptist raised from the dead, Elijah, one of the prophets. But then Jesus applies a little pressure, gets more specific: “But who do you say that I am?” Peter, well-meaning but always over-eager, answers “You are the Messiah, the Christ”. 

And then Jesus begins to teach what Messiah means. This Messiah will suffer, will be rejected by all those in power, and will die--and then will be raised. Peter scolds his friend for saying such things, and then the hammer drops: “Get behind me, Satan! You’re not getting it, and on top of that you’re trying to distract me from the truth.” And then lifting his voice so the whole crowd can hear him he says “If anyone wants to follow me, disown your very self, pick up the instrument that others will use to kill you, and follow me. You thought you were alive before, but this is what it means to live! 

This is one of my favorite encounters between Jesus and the disciples--and in this case the crowds too--and I want to share with you how I see it speaking to us. 

The sad truth is that we do not live in a culture that tells us the truth about life. Unlike the gospel it wants to sell us something that promises to dull the ache for God, smooth over the rough parts, set us up for failure so we keep coming back for more. Life should be easier, it says, so we are taught to treat all difficulties as enemies. The expectation we are taught is simply untrue--that if we try hard enough we can be happy. This means doing all sorts of things, purchasing all sorts of things to make it happen--so we are encouraged to strive for all these things. And then, when we have put all our energy into getting there, we still don’t possess it, and the world keeps telling us “There’s just one more thing you need…”. 

We are caught in a alienating society of getting and spending, and as the poet Wordsworth put it we lay waste the powers God gave us--we lay waste our closeness with God and each other--and we grow numb and forget that longing for communion that is deep within us, for connection with our creator and each other. Clergy are the worst offenders, claiming busyness over prayer and study and conversation. We are all too busy for God, too busy to wait in the silence and to listen, too busy because our lives are too important, our other values are too pressing. And our culture is no help, none at all. We live in a wasteland of the impersonal: isolated in our cars, eating meals at our desks, impatient and rushing wherever we go, communicating through broken phrases in text messages and emails--our lives are strung out, dislocated, alienated. And we are stuck in them. We are stuck in an endless cycle of isolated doing.

The truth is that we have not loved ourselves, we have not loved our neighbors, and we have not loved God. There is simply no time for all that. We do not trust God more than we trust ourselves; we have chosen empty freedom over faithful obedience. The temptation is to give into this way of life, to stop trying to connect, to feel so far gone, so lost, so disconnected, so numb that we don’t even make the effort anymore. 

The real problem is we are guilty--we feel the yearning deep down for something we can’t even articulate: a oneness with other people, a deeper connection to God, a tenderness in the world that is so often missing. The great opportunity of our country’s economic crisis that I have not yet heard one news source articulate is the uncovering of a screwed up system that duped all of us into unhealthy choices--and now we can choose get back to the basics. It’s all been a Ponzi scheme, and we’re all guilty of being part of it, and for falling for it. But redemption is close by: we can choose another direction if we dare.

Jesus knows the truth about our lives. He knows we are stuck like a hamster running in a wheel; he knows we need help. The good news of Jesus Christ is that God cannot stand by while we die of the poison that is killing us. But the help he gives is likely not the help we ask for. It is not a nice glass of wine and a hot bath, although I don’t think he would begrudge anyone those things. It is not a self-help book on seven ways to live a happier life. It is not the promise that the stock markets will go up, home values will return, good jobs will become abundant, and we can all get the early retirement we hope for. 

The help Jesus gives is the invitation to disown your ego needs in the service of others. It is the call to be crucified so others may live. It is nothing less than the call to follow in Jesus’ own footsteps. 

The power of this is not simply that the alternative is separation from the living God, an ache deep in your gut that will never be satisfied. The power of this is that Jesus really expects something of us. He believes in us enough to issue the call, make the invitation, set the bar high. I still remember attending a concert in honor of Martin Luther King at the Kimmel Center in Philadelphia, and hearing a sixth grade girl speak to thousands of us: “The saddest realization in my life is that some people expect less of me because I’m an African American. But I want the expectation set high.”

It is an odd medicine God offers. It is neither the self-fulfillment the world sells nor the easy fix to the problems in our life that we so desire. Instead it is the expectation set high that we let every last bit of our self-centered selves be crucified. It is quite simply the invitation to live for others. 

