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Let’s look at this morning’s Gospel reading and its record of a disturbing encounter
between Jesus and Peter. In last Sunday’s reading from Matthew, Jesus asked his disciples —
the men who knew him best — “Who do you say that | am?” Peter correctly identified Jesus as
“the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matthew 16:16). And Jesus then called Peter the rock
on which his church would be built. Now Jesus is calling Peter a stumbling block! Why?
Because when Jesus began to explain to the disciples what it meant to be the Messiah — to
suffer and die at the hands of the people in Jerusalem with political, economic, and religious
power — Peter could not accept this truth. “God forbid it, Lord!”

We can understand Peter’s objection. Thinking in human terms, the idea of a suffering,
dying Messiah is absurd. Peter expected the Messiah to be God’s strong agent who had come
to save and liberate God’s people. The expected Messiah was not a man killed by the
oppressors of God’s people, not a man who would lead a “triumphal procession” carrying a
cross. Peter cannot accept the idea that Jesus will be God’s strong Messiah through the
weakness of suffering or that Jesus will liberate and save God’s people through losing his own
life. Peter has set his mind on human things, not divine things.

At that moment Peter was like Satan who had tempted Jesus in the wilderness with a
vision of having “all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor” (Matthew 4:8) if only Jesus
would worship Satan instead of God. Jesus refused Satan then, and he now refuses the
temptation to avoid the way of the cross. “Get behind me, Satan!” The Greek text may be
understood as “get out of the way” if you mean to be a stumbling block in the path, or it may be
heard as a command to “fall in” behind me, or “follow me.”

Jesus then instructs his disciples about what it means to follow him: the cross is for
Jesus’ followers as well as for himself. Jesus is not instructing his disciples to seek out
suffering. Throughout his ministry Jesus acted to alleviate human suffering of all kinds. What
Jesus is suggesting is that suffering tends to be part of the path of following him. Jesus then
teaches that the cross is the way of life, the way to life. This makes no sense to our ordinary
human understanding. We must understand Jesus’ teaching not through the eyes of the world
but through what vision we have of God’s kingdom.

Jesus says, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up
their cross and follow me.” Before | speak about what that might mean, | want to mention the
phrase we hear, perhaps even use, to describe something that troubles us as “my cross to
bear.” William Temple, theologian and former Archbishop of Canterbury, wrote this about the
words of Jesus | just quoted: “Crucifixion was a thing much too common in that time and place
for anyone to use it as an easy metaphor for the little troubles of daily life. Those words must be
taken in solemn earnest” (“Christian Faith and Life”).

To take up our cross and follow Jesus means freely choosing to shift our focus from
ourselves to the needs of others, especially those who are most vulnerable, afflicted, and in
greatest need. Following Jesus means to “bear one another’s burdens” and thus to “fulfill the



law of Christ,” as we read in St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians (6:2). It means choosing to bear
the burdens of others in order to share those burdens and bring others relief. In my experience
the people who do this tend not to speak of what they do. Carrying, sharing another person’s
burden for the love of Christ is too holy to speak of casually.

We believe in a loving, merciful God. How can we understand human suffering in the
context of our faith in God? This is a troubling and complex question.

Over time, including our time, many Christians have believed and do believe that God
sends suffering to human beings to test them or punish them for sin or even to help them grow
spiritually. | do not believe that God sends suffering to us for these purposes or for any
purpose. What kind of God would do this? As one United Church of Christ minister wrote, “To
teach that God deliberately sends us pain is abusive theology. It is like saying that a good
parent will throw a child down the stairs to teach the lessons of courage and patience through
broken bones! Jesus never told anybody that their pain was God’s will for them. Jesus was
always on the side of healing and wholeness of every kind” (“Feed My Shepherds: Spiritual
Healing and Renewal for Those in Christian Leadership,” Flora Slosson Wuellner).

What we can believe — and probably many of us can attest to this from experience — is
that God can use our suffering for our good and for the good of others. Though we would prefer
not to have the lesson, suffering may teach us and help us grow in many ways — including
understanding and having compassion for others who also suffer. In fact, our suffering may
actually lead us to take up our cross — the cross of bearing another’s burdens — as Jesus bids
us to do. What | think is an important word of caution, though — note that | said “may” not “will.”
We must remember that many human beings are crushed by their suffering. When we think of
the pain and hardship that some people bear, is that any wonder? Because | believe that the
ministry of Jesus teaches us how compassionate God is, | believe that all people — including
those who are crushed by the pain of their lives on earth — will be healed and made whole by
God, perhaps only after the death of the body.

We believe in a loving, merciful God. We believe that God wants us to have what is truly
good. Jesus calls us to follow him on the path to abundant life, life with God. It takes faith to
trust the path that Jesus describes. “For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those
who lose their life for my sake will find it.” Yes, it takes faith to walk that way. But in the mind of
God, this is the way of finding true life. When Jesus says, “For the Son of Man is to come with
his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay everyone for what has been done,”
this is a promise given to his faithful followers. What we give to others for the sake of Christ and
the kingdom of God will be repaid by God, with abundant life and eternal life with God.
“Although the cross may look insignificant and foolish to the world, bearing a cross counts in the
kingdom of heaven, counts to God” (“Matthew,” by Thomas G Long).

With the cross of Christ — the pioneer and perfecter of our faith — always before us to
guide us, may we join countless followers of Jesus and take up the cross of quiet self-sacrifice
and compassionate service to the needs of others, for the love of Christ and in his Holy Name.
Amen.



