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Our oldest child, Connall, was about 3 years old when he made a statement that 
demonstrated a wisdom beyond his years regarding that existential struggle we, as hu-
mans have in our relationship to God.  He had been doing something (I don’t remember 
what now) that needed to be stopped or redirected in some way.  Maybe it was playing 
with his toys, or watching television or interacting with his sister in a ‘brotherly’ sort of 
way – whatever it was, our effort to change what he was doing touched a nerve. And, af-
ter a couple of exchanges back and forth, he cried out in utter frustration: “But I want to 
do what I want to do.”   

The candid way in which Connall described the struggle he was having between 
obeying us and doing what he wanted to do struck Patrick and I immediately.  And while 
I’m certain that at the time our response included just a touch of sarcasm, ‘yeah, join the 
club, Connall!’, it’s also a phrase that has come back to me again and again as life has un-
folded around me and I’ve watched and recognized within myself, that same sentiment 
expressed,  albeit in different ways.   

“I want to do what I want to do.”  It is indeed our nature to follow our own coun-
sel, to nourish our own passions; to do what we want to do.  And this doesn’t seem to be 
too much of a problem until what we want to do clashes with what we’ve said we be-
lieve.  

Today is the second Sunday in Lent – a season for honest reflection and study 
about our own relationship and commitment to the one we call The Christ. This is pre-
cisely what we find Peter doing in our passage from Mark. At this point, we are about 
halfway through the gospel and Mark takes us down a road that would surprise us, if we 
weren’t already familiar with Jesus’ story. It surely caught the disciples off guard, as Jesus 
talked with them on their way to Caesarea Philippi. It started out as a simple enough con-
versation, with Jesus asking what seems to be an innocent question: 

‘so who do people think I am?’ 
The disciples eagerly shared what they’d heard people say:  “John the Baptist!” “A 

Prophet!”  “Elijah.”  But then the conversation changed; it became more personal and 
clearly more at stake: 

‘and what about you – who am I to you?’ 
And that’s when Peter says it – the confession of faith in Jesus the Messiah that has 

been lifted up over and over again: 
‘You are the Messiah.’ 

The disciples were called and taught by Jesus; ministered with him and traveled 
throughout Galilee. They had seen a lot, and for Peter, what they saw in Jesus’ power and 
ministry moved him to confess his faith in Jesus as that long awaited Messiah.  His con-



fession is the turn onto a new road that leads to a deeper and riskier understanding of the 
gospel of grace. 

Last week Pastor John preached on a passage in which Mark described three sig-
nificant events in Jesus’ life in three very short paragraphs: his baptism, temptations in the 
wilderness and entrance into ministry. As we heard, Mark’s style of writing frequently 
gives us briefer accounts of events that might receive more detail in other gospels. With 
that in mind, Mark really gets our attention as we read what happens after Peter’s confes-
sion of faith, because he has gone to great lengths to capture Jesus’ explanation of what 
Peter’s words mean. 

With what must have felt like excruciating detail to Peter, Jesus tells them what 
will happen next: the suffering, rejection and crucifixion that will take place for Jesus, the 
Messiah. The details are more than Peter can bear, and in a bold move, he pulled Jesus 
aside from the group, scolding him for putting such humiliating, graphic images in the 
minds of the disciples.  

You see, Peter had a fairly traditional understanding of the Messiah’s role. He ex-
pected that the Messiah was the one who would take his rightful place as the leader of Is-
rael, banishing the Roman occupiers, cleansing the temple, ushering in a new era for the 
people.  The words Jesus was using - this language of suffering and crucifixion was re-
served for criminals and political enemies–but not for the anointed one, the savior.  You 
can almost hear Peter cry out in the frustration of these two images clashing: 

“I want to believe what I want to believe!” 
This language, this new picture of what’s going to happen, didn’t fit with what he 

expected. 
As if this weren’t enough to bear, Jesus continued to interrupt Peter’s vision of the 

future, calling on his disciples to join him: to take up their cross, a symbol of shame and 
humiliation and follow him down this road of suffering and pain. We can understand Pe-
ter’s distress – his anguish over what he was hearing in Jesus’ straight talk about being a 
follower. 

I’m reminded of the 1998 film, Pleasantville. Like the name of the movie implies, 
Pleasantville is a place where life is good; everything goes as planned and every basket-
ball shot goes into the hoop. Set as a black-and-white, 1950’s sitcom, Pleasantville seems 
idyllic until reality sets in in the form of two real-life contemporary teenagers, who bring 
with them the hard choices and tough struggles of their lives. The film slowly moves from 
black-and-white to color as reality takes over this ‘perfect’ town and the characters begin 
to face a world where things are not easy or certain. 

Followers of Jesus Christ are compelled to take this one step further. Not only are 
we called upon to face what life offers us faithfully, but sometimes we’re called upon to 
actually make choices that put us in hard places. Jesus intentionally entered places where 
a hostile audience awaited him, and responded to challenging questions with a provoca-
tive truth. He didn’t move out of the way to avoid a confrontation; he didn’t use words to 
soften his message. Rather, he walked into his purpose. Long before Good Friday, he was 
carrying his cross.  

“I want to do what I want to do; I want to believe what I want to believe!” 
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Our culture constantly feeds us a diet of self-fulfillment and entitlement that makes 
us easy prey to Peter’s theology of what’s to come. Even in some Christian circles, the 
message is: ‘if we do what God wants us to, things will go well for us.’ But this Christian 
teaching, this cultural norm flies in the face of Jesus’ message: 

‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 
cross.’ 

It doesn’t get much clearer than that. Talking about God’s love is important and liv-
ing out of the grace which this love makes possible is imperative. But doing everything 
right, following all the rules, loving Jesus: none of this guarantees things will go easy for 
us. 

Somewhere along the way, Peter finally, “got it.” Not quickly and certainly not 
without resistance, but he got it and his confession that Jesus is the Messiah showed forth 
in a ministry that history tells us bore much fruit, but history also tells us, led to a 
cross. In the midst of all he did, however it was his experience of and love for Jesus nour-
ished him and equipped him to take up the crosses that life presented.   

Somewhere along the way, we get it as well. We gather together in this place to 
profess our faith in Jesus Christ, to call him our Savior and say ‘yes’ to following him.  In 
just a few minutes we’re going to gather around the baptismal font and welcome Aaron 
Leggett into the family of faith through the Sacrament of Baptism. Together with John 
and Alayne, together with Rachel and Sarah, we will profess our faith and make promises 
to teach Aaron about God’s love for him in Jesus Christ. And we’re going to promise to 
teach him to follow Christ – to deny himself and take up his cross.   

From where we sit this morning, it’s hard to envision what that promise will mean 
in the day to day privilege of being his family of faith. And, we can’t know what the 
crosses in his life will be. But we do know and we must understand the promises made 
here are profound – both for Aaron and for us.  When we profess Jesus Christ as our Sav-
ior, we enter into the very conversation Peter and Jesus had that day. Like Peter, we are 
compelled to examine our experience with and relationship to Jesus, asking the hard ques-
tions and discerning our willingness to follow Jesus to the place discipleship leads. And, 
again like Peter, we are invited into the conversation that lifts up the life giving power of 
God’s love, and an emptying of self born of the same deep love. Then, with God’s help, 
our cry may echo Jesus’ words, 

‘not what I want but what you want.’ 
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