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Scripture Reading: Mark 8:27-35

ZJesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he asked his disciples, “Who do
people say that | am?” 2And they answered him, “John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the
prophets.” 2°He asked them, “But who do you say that | am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” *°And he sternly
ordered them not to tell anyone about him. 3'Then he began to teach them that 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.
32He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples,
he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human
things.” 3*He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny
themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 3For 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.

Sermon: “Dare Mighty Things”

Last week NASA landed the Perseverance Rover on the surface of Mars. The simplicity of that sentence is sharply
contrasted by the complexity of the accomplishment. It took a decade of planning, effort, and technological wizardry to
make it possible. Thousands of people figured out how to build an unimaginably complex piece of equipment that could
operate by itself, and then sent it sailing on top of a rocket millions of miles into space, so carefully and so precisely, that
it could land softly on another world, right where it was supposed to land.!

If you've seen the video of that landing, then you might remember the large parachute that helped slow the descent of
“Percy,”? as the rover is lovingly called by its creators. It might have looked like any other parachute, but this one featured
a pattern of orange and white strips that actually spelled out a message in binary code. That message: “Dare Mighty
Things.”?

It’s good to see people succeed when they attempt such great challenges. It seems too rare that we dare mighty things
anymore. To the contrary, our culture seems to prefer quick and easy things. If you peruse the shelves of your local
bookstore, you’re likely to find titles like The Ultimate Guide to Meals Under 10 Minutes,* or The Complete 15 Minute No-
Sweat Workout,® or my favorite, Skydiving Made Fun and Easy!® We tend to prefer our challenges in small, manageable
chunks. We like things to be quick and easy. Which may be a function of our busy schedules and competing priorities more
than anything else. But in our scripture reading this morning, Jesus teaches that being a disciple is going to be neither
quick nor easy.

We could be forgiven for believing otherwise. When we think of Jesus, we think of him as kind, compassionate, and loving.
We remember him inviting the little children to come to him and healing sick people and eating with outcasts and making
time for people that others thought were unimportant. That Jesus offers more comfort than challenge. We like that Jesus.
That Jesus is easy to follow. Being a disciple of that Jesus wouldn’t be difficult at all. And there is plenty in the New
Testament to foster that notion of easy discipleship.

In Matthew 11:28-30 Jesus says:
2“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and | will give you rest. *Take my yoke upon
you, and learn from me; for | am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.>°For my yoke is easy,
and my burden is light.”

In John 10, Jesus describes us as sheep and himself as the “good shepherd” and says:
“I came that [you] may have life, and have it abundantly.”

And of course, we remember John 3:16 where Jesus says
18“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may
have eternal life.
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But then we come across passages like this one that we read today that remind us just how demanding is the life of the
disciple; that being a disciple of Jesus Christ means more than just loving him and acknowledging the sacrifice he made
for us.

Most people remember Peter rebuking Jesus for saying that he would suffer and die. It’s a little bit understandable. Peter
has just proclaimed that Jesus is the Messiah and Jesus affirmed Peter’s words. Peter is confused because the Messiah
shouldn’t suffer, and he definitely shouldn’t die. But what Peter means by “Messiah” and what Jesus means by “Messiah”
are two very different things. For Peter, the Messiah is the one who will come and return Israel to international
prominence. Messiah will take over where David left off, kick out the Romans, and bring in God’s Kingdom, which will be
a literal, earthly Kingdom, right then and there. This is the classic understanding of Messiah. Following that kind of messiah
means privilege.

But for Jesus, Messiah meant something else entirely. For Jesus, the Messiah is a servant, who in grace, mercy, and
steadfast love, calls the world to repent of their sins and follow God. Messiah comes to teach and heal and bridge the
chasm that humanity has built between itself and God. Messiah comes to proclaim the Kingdom of God, which will not be
like the Kingdoms of this world, and Messiah will die to save humanity from the power of sin and death. And to be a
follower of that messiah means to join in that work of service, love, compassion, and sacrifice.

So, when Jesus rebukes Peter saying, “Get behind me Satan!” He is chastising Peter for not only his misunderstanding, but
for his oversimplified, self-serving view of what it means to be a disciple. It’s as if Peter is playing follow the leader, but
Jesus wants him to play baseball.

Everyone knows the kid’s game follow the leader. One person leads and everyone else goes exactly where they go. Peter
wants to follow Jesus all the way to an earthly throne. But what Jesus has in mind is something a little more challenging,
like baseball. Baseball is a team sport but there are moments when every individual has to take their turn at bat. In a
baseball game, a group of people all have jobs to do and the success or failure of the whole team depends on all of them
doing their jobs. It requires sacrifice, practice, resilience, and trust.

And baseball is also an excellent metaphor because it sometimes requires literal sacrifices. Sometimes you have to make
an out intentionally in order to move your teammates around the bases and help them score. You sometimes have to give
yourself up to help the whole team. And when you sacrifice to help the team win, you win. Which sounds a lot like losing
your life to save it.

Jesus isn’t promising the disciples an easy road. And he seems frustrated by Peter’s failure to understand that. What Jesus
does promise is that being a disciple will mean carrying a cross.

And remember, the cross was not a clean, pretty thing. We’ve turned it into one. Granted, it is still a symbol of our savior
and our faith, but it’s a pretty symbol. The cross was originally a roughhewn, instrument of execution. But it was more
than a means of ending a life. There are far more efficient means of execution. The cross was also a tool of terror and
intimidation. A Roman cross was, above all else, a kind of billboard carrying the message “Do Not Mess with Rome.”

To be Jesus’ follower meant that the disciples and all of those people gathered around him, cheering him on, hanging on
every word he said, they all had to be prepared to face the same trials for which he was bound. In that time and place, the
decision to follow Jesus was a serious matter. And most, if not all of the disciples, did in fact, die for what they believed.
But that kind of dedication was what the early church needed if it was going to not only survive but thrive. And while it’s
not nearly as dangerous for us today, the decision to follow Jesus is still a serious one. And the church needs the kind of
dedication Jesus is calling for still today if it is to thrive.

When we hear Jesus say “deny yourself, take up your cross and follow me” we should hear that as a call to serve and to
sacrifice and to put the Kingdom of God first. We should think of the dedication of our doctors, nurses, and medical staff
who put their own lives at risk to treat and comfort those who suffer from COVID-19. We should think of the EMT’s and
firefighters and first responders who rush into harm’s way to save lives.

Because that’s the kind of dedication and willingness to give everything that Jesus was talking about when he told the
disciples to deny themselves, to remove themselves from the equation,’” and focus on living and sharing the gospel and
spreading it to all the world, no matter what it took. But times have changed, and so has the church. The church is no
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longer the plucky little movement seeking to overcome the establishment. Today the church is the establishment. What
does it mean for us to deny ourselves and take up our crosses and follow Jesus today?

Maybe it does mean being willing to die for what you believe, but the chances are you’ll never have to do that. So, maybe
it means we have to be willing to live for what we believe. While we can take comfort in the notion that being a Christian
does not require us to sacrifice everything, we ought to be challenged and more than a little humbled, by the idea that
being a Christian requires us to sacrifice something.

Maybe that means putting the needs of others first and pushing ourselves further back down the line of consideration.
Maybe it means taking seriously our pledge to love and serve God... by giving generously of our time and talent and
treasure; not just offering what we have left over after we’ve taken care of ourselves but giving of the best and the first.
Maybe it means sacrificing some of our weekends and our time off to serve the people who need us most. Maybe it means
putting down the TV remote and reading our Bibles a little more and praying more often. Maybe it means giving up some
of the things we enjoy to spend time with people who need so very desperately to see and hear God'’s love in us.

And maybe taking up our cross and following Jesus means to dare mighty things. Maybe it means pushing ourselves, or
allowing ourselves to be pushed, to do more and be more as Christ’s disciple in this world then maybe we’ve ever
imagined.

Maybe it means thinking bigger and being bolder than we’ve ever been before. Maybe it means going where we’re not
comfortable. Maybe it means doing something we’ve never attempted. Maybe it means learning a new skill that we can
use in service to God through service to God’s people. So many times, when | mention a possibility for mission and
outreach, | have people tell me “Oh, that won’t work” or they begin to tell me why it can’t work. But what if we stopped
looking for reasons why NOT to do things and started trying them? What if we put more effort into following Jesus and
being his disciple than we put into our careers, or our hobbies, or our golf games?

What if we dared to do more, serve more, pray more, study more? What if we dared to dedicate our whole lives to being
Christ’s disciple? Not just the parts that are convenient and easy, but all of it?

That’s what Jesus is saying here. To be a disciple of Jesus Christ is no small endeavor. To be a disciple of Jesus Christ is to
dare mighty things. And when you do; when you take up your cross and follow Jesus, God goes with you, giving you the
strength, wisdom, and courage to carry its weight.

“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.”

To God be all glory, honor, power, and dominion, in this world and in the world that is to come. Amen.
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