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What the Right Answer Costs
Mark 8:27-38

Immediately—in verse 1 of his gospel, in fact—the gospel-writer Mark tells us everything he wants us to know about Jesus:  “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  In that slim verse, Mark lets us in on the secret of Jesus’ identity—he’s not some simple prophet or miracle worker; no, this Jesus is the long-awaited Christ, the Son of God, and we are going to have to decide if we will follow him.  
Only, as Mark’s story unfolds, we learn quickly and often that no one in the story has discovered this truth yet.  No one knows that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  They are captivated by his call; they are amazed at his teaching; they are blown away by his miracles.  But, even though the clues are right there before them, no one figures out what Mark has told us from the beginning—Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.

On almost every page throughout the first half of Mark’s Gospel, a question hangs in the air:  Who is this?  Speaking of Jesus, character after character steps to the microphone in Mark’s Gospel and says something like this:  “I saw him working miracles one day.  Everybody kept bringing their sick friends and family members to him, and he healed them all.  What kind of person has that kind of power?”

“That’s nothing,” another one adds.  “I was there when he was teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum.  He taught us as someone who had authority—an authority like we had never seen before.  Who do you think he is—to teach us like that?”

“If you think that’s something,” one of the disciples offers, “then you should have been with us on the boat that day the storm came up.  We were all scared to death—the wind and the waves were as bad as I’ve ever seen.  And Jesus was sound asleep in the bottom of the boat.  We finally woke him up, and he came upstairs and rebuked the wind and the waves.  And do you know what?  The waves calmed down and the wind stopped.  We had never seen anything like it.  I remember we sat around asking one another, ‘Who is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?’”

Who is this Jesus?  That’s the question that drives Mark’s Gospel.  And, since we are among those that Mark lets in on the secret, we wait for someone to discover what we’ve known since the beginning:  Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.

Mark’s story moves quickly from one place to another, and this question about the identity of Jesus is swirling in the air.  Finally, Mark tells us, Jesus himself gets in on the act.  As he is walking along with his disciples, Jesus suddenly asks them:  “Who do people say that I am?”
Now that was a question the disciples seemed ready to answer.  They start to recite a bunch of names from their Bibles, rattling off safe, objective answers that cost them nothing.  It was as if the teacher had asked a question that the students knew would be on the test.  You can almost see their faces glowing with the joy that said, “Oh, I know this one.  I can answer that.”

And so they rush right in, hoping to move to the head of the class:  "John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets."  In rapid fire succession, the disciples reel off these answers that kept them at arm’s length.  It’s not too difficult to tell Jesus who others believe him to be.  And what’s more, you don’t have to do anything with those answers, for those answers and their implications belong not to you, but to others.  Right or wrong, they cost you nothing.
But, as it usually happens in Mark’s Gospel, the story barely slows down.  No sooner have the sound waves of their answers stopped sounding, than Jesus immediately asks another question:  “But who do you say that I am?”
I don’t know about you, but my senses come alive at this moment.  Though Mark doesn’t record it, I can see something like this happening that day on the road.  Jesus asked his question—who do you say that I am—and the disciples exchange glances.  A couple of them do the standard “if I put my head down perhaps he won’t call on me” routine; a few others start searching their backpacks for something to write with; still others begin to pray silently that this cup would pass from them.  All the while the theme from Jeopardy sounds in the air as that moment between the question’s end and the answer’s beginning—that pregnant pause that is ready to give birth to the answer we’ve been waiting for since the very first verse—it just waits there.  All of us readers who have been driven forward by Mark’s propulsive question—who is this—are ready to shout the answer into the air around us, only we don’t have to because Simon Peter has found his courage and he finally says what Mark wants everybody to say about Jesus:  “You are the Messiah.”
Actually, that’s not quite right.  Peter got part of the answer that Mark wants people to get—that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah.  But did you hear what’s missing?  Think back to how Mark began his Gospel:  “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  Peter’s answer names Jesus as the Christ, but not as the Son of God.  He is half right.
So Jesus starts to tell him what that Son of God part means to his identity, and what Peter hears sounds foreign to his ears.  And it does to our ears as well.  We do not get the glorified, powerful, all-conquering messiah that we expect or want.  We do not get to come riding in on the waves of a conquering hero.  No, we get what we would have never expected—a suffering, vulnerable, crucified God.
Jesus said it like this:  “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.”  As you can imagine, Peter didn’t like to hear this, and Mark tells us that he pulled Jesus aside to correct him.  “You’ve got it wrong, Jesus.  That’s not the way it’s supposed to be.  You’re doing great in the polls and there’s a lot of press about you fulfilling the role of the triumphant messiah.  You’re filled with gravitas, the press likes you.  Surely this suffering will never be, Jesus.”

“Get behind me, Satan!”

The words still startle us, because Peter seemed to be doing nothing more than voicing the expectations and longings of all the people who have ever figured out who Jesus is.  But the words had to startle Simon Peter—and they have to startle us—because without them we would never open our ears and our hearts to hear what our answers about Jesus will cost us.

Are you ready for the answer?  It will cost you everything.  Did you hear how Jesus said it?  "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, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.”

That was not an easy word then, and it is not an easy word now.  And, though I would never presume to answer for each of you, I know that there are countless ways that I protect myself from the radical claims of this gospel, because I know that if I were to give in completely, so much about my priorities, and my values, and my actions toward others—even those oceans away—would have to change.

I want you to jump ahead for just a moment now.  In a couple of minutes, we will gather around this font to baptize Ava into the faith.  Corey and Sharon will stand before God and this congregation to confess again that they believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  And they will promise to live the Christian faith, and to teach that faith to Ava and Zoe and Liza.

But it will not be just another sweet congregational moment.  In a real sense, they are making Ava’s life much more complicated than it has to be.  They are reminding her that in life and in death, she belongs to God.  They will tell her again and again that she was baptized, and that in her baptism she was sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s own forever.  And when she hears that about herself, she’s going to have to figure out what that identity will mean.  She will have to make sense of a life lived as a follower of a crucified, suffering God.

Now jump ahead even further.  Imagine that you are sitting in a confirmation class some eleven years from now.  Across the table sits a young girl.  The question is asked:  Were you baptized as an infant?  That’s the confirmation class equivalent of “who do people—namely your parents—say that Jesus is?”

And Ava will be ready with her answer.  “They say that he is the Christ, the Son of God.”  But that’s not all she will be asked.  The Jesus we see in Mark’s Gospel will also remind us to ask her this:  But who do you say that Jesus is?

Make no mistake:  her answer will undoubtedly be shaped by what she sees us doing as followers of Jesus.  So, may God grant us the courage and the faithfulness not to hold back—not to play it safe—so that we come to embody the self-giving love that is the way of the One who goes before us, calling us to find life by giving it away.
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