“The Heart of the Matter”

Mark 8:27-37

Well, you read and hear about it everywhere.   Religion is on the decline.  Americans' membership in houses of worship continued to decline last year, dropping below 50% for the first time in Gallup poll’s eight-decade trend.  In 2020, only 47% of Americans said they belonged to a church, synagogue, or mosque, down from 50% in 2018 and 70% in 1999.  Year after year, most mainline Christian denominations report additional losses in membership.  Recently even the Southern Baptists started reporting losses, and many large non-denominational churches are also feeling the pinch.  So, what’s a church or house of worship to do?
Well, anyone with a lick of sense would know that what we need is a good marketing strategy.  That’s right, find out what the market of potential customers wants and strive to meet their wishes.  Certainly, comfort and convenience are right up at the top of our list.  Maybe we ought to rip up all those hard uncomfortable pews and replace them with cozy, well-padded lazy-boy-chairs.  If we really wanted to go the extra mile, we could get the chairs with built-in back massage machines and maybe a foot vibrator.  Our marketing jingle could be “Come to church and take a load off.”

My challenge, of course, would be to preach only humorous and entertaining sermons, nothing that makes folks have to think too hard, nothing that demands anything after folks leave the sanctuary.  My goal would simply be to make the audience feel comfortable with themselves, just as they are, no change necessary.  That way, They’ll want to come back.  And no sense touching on any controversial issues of our culture.  That just makes people uncomfortable, and our marketing goal is all about comfort.
Come to the church of no expectations, where your needs and your comfort and your convenience always come first!  By all means, if it feels good, do it.  And in our church, we’ll encourage you to find your happiness in buying more and more and more things and to find your satisfaction in accumulating more and more and more power and control over others.  After all, your rights and your freedoms are all that matter and must be protected.  Whatever you want to do, we’ll find a theological justification for it.  After all, in our church, your comfort and convenience always come first!

Of course, there is one problem with this marketing plan, and that’s our Gospel reading this morning, where Jesus says, “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.”  Now, these are strange and troubling words that are hard to understand.  These are also words that have been used throughout the history of the church to manipulate and abuse.

Women have been abused by men, and good well-intended Christians have told them, “Sooner or later we all have to carry a cross, and this one is yours.”  Races have been enslaved, and the weak have been exploited by the strong, and the Christian church has told them that for the good of society this is their cross to bear.  I’ve seen children whose self-esteem was totally destroyed.  They were taught to hate themselves, because, in a twisted form of theology, self-loathing seemed to be what it means to deny oneself.  And I have seen manipulative people convince some very kind and tenderhearted people to give up their life— their hopes and dreams and wishes—so that the hopes and dreams and wishes of the manipulative partner would always be fulfilled.
But listen to Eugene Peterson’s interpretation of these words: “Anyone who intends to come with me has to let me lead.  You’re not in the driver’s seat; I am.”  And where does Jesus lead us?  Always to comfort and convenience?  No, sometimes he leads us to a cross.  But to understand what Jesus means, it’s important to understand the cross as the weapon of choice for the Roman Empire, not against those who merely would grin and bear the oppression of Rome.  The Roman Empire loved those who suffered passively.  The cross was used by Rome for breaking the spirit of those who spoke out against injustice and oppression and tyranny.  The cross was a political weapon used to put down those who sought to disturb the status quo.
Eugene Peterson continues: “Don’t run from suffering; embrace it.  Follow me, and I’ll show you how.”  You see, Jesus rarely worried about his convenience and his comfort or his rights and his freedoms.  In fact, he was constantly saying and doing the very thing that brought inconvenience and discomfort to his life, by working for the rights and freedoms of others.  Jesus was constantly challenging the status quo—breaking discriminating social barriers, challenging conventional interpretations of scripture and performing deeds that challenged the injustice of his day.  And in response, he was rejected by his society’s establishment and determined to be too risky to live.  And the cross was the political tool used to silence him.
And the really amazing thing was Jesus knew this was coming.  He tried to explain it to his disciples when they finally figured out who he was, but they were expecting a different kind of Messiah.  They thought Jesus came as their long-awaited warrior king and political savior.  Peter figured Jesus could use his miraculous power and divine authority to throw out the Romans.  Just as God had destroyed the army of Pharaoh in the Exodus, Jesus would destroy the army of Rome.

But Jesus responded to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan!”  As Eugene Peterson puts it, “[Peter], you have no idea how God works.”  And we still don’t seem to understand the ways of God 2,000 years later.  Today, we live in a world that teaches us to seek our comfort and our convenience first, and to place concern for our rights and our freedoms above all other concerns.  Look out for number one and take care of our own, before worrying about anyone else.
The Fifteenth Century German spiritual writer Thomas ‘a Kempis (1380-1471) once wrote: “Jesus now has many lovers of his heavenly kingdom, but few bearers of his cross.”

It’s too bad that most people stop reading when they hear that part about cross-bearing and losing one’s life.  By stopping, they never hear the good news about finding one’s life.  In the same way, Peter stopped listening when he heard Jesus’ words about rejection, suffering, and death.  When we stop reading and stop listening, we never hear Jesus’ words about resurrection and ascension.  
My friends, there is a force at work in this world that is so much more effective than brute force and coercive power.  Throughout the stories of scripture, we see that brute force and coercive power never permanently or effectively change things.  During the time of the flood and Noah’s Ark, the slate of sinners was washed clean, but it wasn’t long before the stain of sinners returned.  Ultimately, brute force didn’t stop Pharaoh, because all too soon there was another Pharaoh to take his place.  And the brute force of Babylon wasn’t enough to permanently change the heart of Israel in the Exile, nor would it change ours.

So, when the time was right, God decided to show us the only power that truly transforms—the power of love.  God took all the hatred and all the violence and all the coercive power that humanity could inflict.  God took the worst we could throw at him on the cross to show us how weak our violence truly is.  For on the third day, he rose again and ascended to the right hand of true power.

So, is this the end of Christianity?  Absolutely not!  I believe the Christian Church will not only survive, it is being transformed.  But not by seeking to meet the desires of the customer.  That’s what’s gotten us into this mess in the first place.  The churches that survive and the churches that will be transformed and will thrive will be those churches that recognize the true purpose for being a church—making disciples of Jesus Christ.
And interestingly enough, when we get right down to the heart of the matter and dedicate our lives as disciples of Jesus, when we pick up our cross and reclaim the power of love, that is when we trully begin to live.  Folks, being a disciple of Jesus means serving others, rather than always expecting to be served, supporting those in need, growing in our knowledge of who God is and what God intends for our lives, balancing our rights and our freedoms with the rights and freedoms of our neighbor and the good of our community, giving up control of our lives and control of our world and giving our lives and the future of our world over to God.  When we get right down to the heart of the matter, when we reclaim the resurrecting power of love—folks, that’s when we truly begin to live, because that’s when our lives begin to matter and make a difference.
When the church in our world today remembers this and willingly picks up its cross, that is when the church will be resurrected and will begin to grow.
Let us Pray:

O Lord, you present each and every one of us with the same questions: “Who do you say that I am?”  May we respond by giving our lives to you, our Messiah and our King.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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