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Text: Mark 8

A few weeks ago, I was paying a hospital call that was not really an emergency call.  It was a post-surgery call and the surgery had gone well and things looked fine.
When I got in the room, the man who was healing was lying in the bed and his wife was sitting next to him, knitting, I think, and they were just being together.  Cozy scene.  Sweet.  He was dozing.

I entered the room and his wife looked up at me and smiled, then shook her post-operative husband and really had to shake him because he was in that snoozy, drugged sleep that must go about as deep as a submarine and he sort of roused up and when his eyes cleared and he focused he said, “Oh, hello pastor.”

We talked a while, about the surgery, about the Brewers (not much to talk about there), about their kids and family, and I said, “May I offer a prayer?”  They both nodded and then I said, “Maybe you would like to start it or finish it up – you may have something to say to God that I won’t name.”

They both looked shocked.  Like I had said, “And now let’s go eat some of the chairs in the waiting room or strap ourselves to a gurney and take a ride around the fifth floor.”

She spoke, “Oh, no, pastor.  You know much better how to pray than we do.”  Good gracious, these people have been in church longer than I have, I thought.  I know, I know, it’s nice to have something done for you and being prayed over by someone else.

Like someone tucking you in or pulling up the covers.  I know that.  But the excuse for not praying is the ting that got to me.

I stand before you today with this homely little story and rather simple anecdote which can be illustrative of the question our gospel asks, “Who do you say that I am?”

It still bugs me, dismays me, irritates me, when people can’t even say a prayer.  After years and years of sitting in a pew.  Years and years of Bible study.  Years and years of educating their children about Jesus.
I guess I just expect people to be able to answer the question, in very simple terms about who Jesus is.

Of course, Jesus answers the question for us in this text.  “I’m going to suffer.  Be rejected.  Get killed.  And if you want any part of me that’s where you get to go too.”

Maybe that’s why people can’t find their tongues.  It’s all those hard things about following Jesus.  I really don’t know what it is.  But it bothers me.

I know about the hard stuff.  I really do.  I know what it’s like to suffer.  I know what it means to be rejected.  I know what it’s like to be killed – and if you are part of a church, you know these awful truths too.

I know how it is to fire someone in your staff who also happens to be a member of your congregation and is a prominent member of your congregation and you inherit this wad of guk that you try to live with and finally you just got to let them go and watch the ship rock for a while.

I know what it’s like to introduce something new and have it go down in flames all around you.  I know that some people in every congregation I have served have hated me.  Really and truly hated me.

Hated me so much that when All Saints’ Day comes around, when the list is read, they had hoped I’d be on it.  What they don’t know is that I have a wish list for that day too.  And some of them are on it.

I have watched the light go out in many pastor’s eyes and hearts.  You see them at conferences, just like this one.  And it breaks me up.  Very seldom do I talk with another member of my vocation and say, “How’s it going?”  And hear, “Just great.  I love it.  Everything is going so well.  I am so happy.”

Instead, it’s usually, “It’s been a rough year.  Things seem to be getting better.  I just hope there is light at the end of the tunnel.”  Burned out?  Some are beyond burn out and have gone down in flames and are monuments to ash heaps.  Hulks of thin air moving about.

Nobody I know starts out this way.  The institutional church is a tough place to love God in.  But the daily rub and grind gets to them.  And it does to those who join parishes too.  Bright shining eyes of those who stand around the baptismal promises and reaffirm their baptisms.  Faces as shining and shimmering as the saving water they are so close to.  They are so expectant and hopeful about joining a church – this church.
And then the first argument happens about the color of carpet in the youth room and someone gets ugly.  Or the expectation of pledging – they’re always asking for money.  Or they don’t expect enough from us.

Or they won’t sing this hymn.  Or the direction our church is taking doesn’t agree with me.  Or they are disappointed the pastor doesn’t call enough or calls too much.

The light can go out in a church too.  I have seen this.  And it’s a sad state of affairs.  All expectations, any presuppositions, and everything we think about the church and our life in Christ can find rough spots and be disappointing at best.

And when we do fall flat, you might try to find something that you lost somewhere along the way.  Who ever said it was going to be easy?  Certainly not Jesus.  And a lot of it comes down to the question, “Who do you say that I am?”

Annie Lamott says that she heard a tape once in which and actor talked about trying to find God in the modern world and how, left to our own devices, we seek instead all the worldly things – possessions, money, looks, and power – because we think they will bring us fulfillment.  But this turns out to be a joke, because they are just props, and when we check out of this life, we have to give them all back to the great propmaster in the sky.

“They’re just on loan,” he said, “They’re not ours.”  She goes on to say that this tape changed how she felt about her students emulating their favorite writers.  It helped her see that it is natural to take on someone else’s style, that it’s a prop that you use for a while until you have to give it back.  And she says, “it just might take you to the thing that is not on loan, the think that is real and true: your own voice.” 
Sometimes we use props – other pastors, authors, mentors, but in the end, as people of faith, we had better be able to say who Jesus is.  For me, on many days this is the bottom line.  We better be able to find our own voice in this.  We better be able to do it because if we can’t – following is going to be night impossible.

If you came to this conference feeling a bit down, like Langston Hughes says, “Been down so long, it looks up to me,” let me ask you:

“Who do you say that Jesus is?”  Yeah, it’s hard.  We’ve all got battle stories of church life to show and tell.  But the story, this story, this text, doesn’t end that way.

The field of suffering, being rejected, and killed isn’t where it ends.

“After three days, he rose again.”

And that’s his promise, to rise again and again and again.  Throughout all our years.  In youth, in middle years, in autumn and the winter of our lives.  We are joined to him in his passion and death – and to his tree of life.  Rise, O Church, as Christ has risen.

The promise and hope is that this light will never be extinguished.  No matter how many committee meetings that go south – or nowhere, no matter how many synod and church assembly votes, budget battles, the light is not something we have to produce.

Rise, O Church, as Christ has risen.  The ecclesiastical police are cruising the confessional highway – and they are not giving warnings, they are writing tickets, for those who just can’t seem to answer the question from Jesus.  That one questions, “Who do you say that I am?”

Rise, O Church, like Christ has risen: He is our Christ, the Son of the living God.  Our God.  And we are his people.

Amen 
