Save Your Life

Sermon for the Second Sunday of Lent, March 8, 2009

Readings: Genesis 17;1-16; Psalm 22; Romans 4:13-25; Mark 8:31-38

Sermon text: “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.” Mark 8:35
Salvation

A fellow pastor asked a disturbing question last week at a clergy get together. “Have any of you ever saved anyone? I mean, have you ever felt that someone was saved because of what you did?”

We were quick with the usual responses: it is God who saves, not us. Salvation came through Christ on the cross on Good Friday, not by our counseling or preaching last week. Be faithful, proclaim the gospel, and let the Holy Spirit take care of the salvation part.

On reflection I realize there must have been something deeply troubling my friend to prompt the question in the first place. I wondered if he was feeling something like despair. Despair that whatever he does is not enough; that everything he has done amounts in the end to a hill of beans. I wonder if he was worried about his own salvation.

Salvation. The word has an old-fashioned sound to it, doesn’t it? Yet all around us in the news we read of great efforts being made at saving banks, at saving jobs, at saving homes, at saving lives. We are still greatly in need of salvation.

“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.”

What is Jesus saying in this passage? 

One thing is clear enough. Following Jesus is not going to be easy. He is not promising to save us trouble. Here in this passage he begins to teach his disciples about the need to go to Jerusalem, to undergo the great trial and suffering that awaits him, to die—and yet to rise again. Peter objects. He was hoping for triumph and glory—the traditional image of the messiah as conqueror king--without the humiliation and defeat Jesus foresees as part of the cost of victory. 

Peter moments earlier had recognized Jesus as the Messiah, the Savior, the Son of God. And Jesus commended him: on this confession, on this rock (petra) he will build his church (Matt 16:18). But when he hears Peter’s rebuke, he turns and critiques him harshly. “Get behind me, Satan.” Satan is the tempter; the one who insinuates into our minds the thought that glory can be achieved without sacrifice. Peter was thinking in terms of worldly victory; but Jesus was keeping his eyes on the ultimate prize, vindication by God.

So when Jesus speaks here of the temptation to save your life (but in so doing to lose it) he is speaking first of all about his own life.

Temptation

Before I explain what I mean permit me to interject my theory of the five temptations of Christ. You are probably familiar with the first three, the ones Satan uses in the forty days in the wilderness story we heard last week. Mark mentions the temptations but the gospels of Matthew and Luke spell them out: 1) the temptation to turn stones into bread, the temptation to material abundance, wealth; 2) the offer to rule over all the kingdoms of the world (if he worships Satan), the temptation of power; 3) the temptation to climb the highest pinnacle of the Temple and leap off, trusting the angels to catch him, the temptation to glory.

Familiar temptations then and now. And so is this fourth temptation: to avoid confrontation, conflict and suffering. To not do what is needed because it will be hard. This too is familiar, isn’t it?

The fifth temptation we will encounter soon enough in our journey to the cross and Easter, the temptation in the garden of Gethsemane. But that can wait.

Now we can see that Jesus is talking, in the first place, about saving his own life. If he were to avoid the turn to Jerusalem and the cross he would lose his own identity as the Christ, the Messiah, anointed in power to bring good news to the poor and the oppressed, called to confront the evil powers that keep humanity in bondage to sin and death. Of course confronting these powers with truth and justice caused a violent reaction (it still does). And if Jesus knew he would depend solely on God for vindication, and not on the force of arms, then he knew that humanly speaking he would lose his life. But were he to turn in an attempt to avoid this fate he would also lose his life, in a more fundamental sense, his very self, his identity as the Son of God. Jesus of Nazareth would not have been Jesus Christ had he listened to Peter. 

And Jesus applies this truth to any who would follow him. Following Christ—God, the right--will be hard; that’s life, that’s the truth. Yet the temptation to avoid the cross will not save your life. It will cost you your soul. God has called each one of us to a full and rich, but not easy or conflict- and suffering-free life.

Decision

How do we know which way to go? How do we discern God’s will for us (which is always, ultimately for our good, though it may be difficult)?

Parker Palmer is a noted teacher and author. As a young man he achieved a high degree of success: a tenured professorship at Harvard, a teacher of teachers, a best-selling book...And yet, in mid-life he fell into clinical depression. He wrote a book about how he found his way out of it, called Let Your Life Speak. In this thin memoir he speaks about remembering what he dreamed of being when he was a young boy, a pilot. He thought about how his own life had incorporated elements of that dream, the risk-taking, adventure, high ideals. Instead of trying to directly model the life of his heroes, he realized he would have to find his own way. He left his secure position and set out to fly.

This is a bad time for a lot of things, mostly those involving money. But it is a good time to reflect on the important decisions of our life. And perhaps you have an important decision still to make. After all, in our Old Testament reading Abraham was still awaiting his son Isaac at 99 years of age! It’s never too late, or rather, there are always important choices to make.

Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Society of the Friends of Jesus (that is, the Jesuits) knew a thing or two about making important decisions. He worked with a large number of young men to help them discern a vocation to the priesthood or to married life or other choices. He developed a wonderful system for helping this process that he called the Spiritual Exercises. It is still used today. 

He said that sometimes the decision is easy. God gives you direct knowledge. He spoke to Abraham, as we heard. Jesus appeared to Paul on the road to Damascus. The choice was clear.

Other times we do not have a clear single answer. We have a number of possibilities, sometimes involving conflicting goods, values and responsibilities (family, self, country). How do we decide in these cases? 

The Exercises involve a series of imaginative encounters with the gospel stories, using all of our senses to imagine ourselves in the presence of Christ. What does he say when you ask him what to do? Another method Ignatius uses is to listen to your heart. What feelings of consolation or desolation arise when you contemplate or do certain actions? Sometimes things that are easy or pleasurable leave us feeling empty and hollow, disconsolate. Things that difficult and involve hard work may on the other hand give us a fierce joy, consolation. What path gives you energy; which saps it?

If it is still unclear use your mind. Weigh the pros and cons carefully, making a list. Consider the case disinterestedly, as if you were advising a good friend. What would you say to her or him in such a case? Or take the long view. Imagine yourself before God in the final Judgment; your life is laid out before you. Was this a good decision (can you imagine God smiling)? What might be said at your funeral about your life and the choices you made (one of which now lies before you)?

For the Greater Good

Finally, let me add one more comment about our choices. St Paul’s consistent teaching is that all of us have been given wonderful gifts, spiritual gifts as well as material gifts. But in no case are these given solely for our personal use. They have been given individually in order to be added to the greater good, to the community, what he calls the body of Christ, the Church. 

And this is true even on a very biological level. A man by himself is weak compared with a lion. But humans working together are strong. When you consider the choices before you, consider also how your choice will contribute to the greater good. Or, put another way, is there something you can do, a gift you can offer, that will help others, and the world (and its children) God has entrusted us to care for? 

My beloved friends, you have gifts, each of you, in abundance. God has blessed you and called you. There is a voice deep inside that is speaking even now, whispering about a future. The first thing is to listen to it. The second thing is to be strong and courageous. Rebuke the devil who tempts you with a life of ease and lack of conflict and suffering. There is no such life. It is an illusion. But the life of struggle for the sake of Christ and the gospel, the life of value and honor, is worth it. You will receive a reward eternally—but perhaps even more importantly, you will be saving your own life, fulfilling your own identity as a child of God called to glory.

In Christ’s name. Amen.
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