A Real Morale Booster—Mk 8:27-38
	Several of you may well remember the opening of the movie Patton, starring George C. Scott.  You may not remember much of anything he said, but you probably remember seeing General Patton, festooned with ribbons and medals, wearing that glossy green helmet, a gigantic American flag the only background.  Whatever he was saying, it was sort of stirring, rousing, rallying.
	For those who can recall their high school English class, or maybe a Shakespeare class in college, you might yet sort of vaguely recollect King Henry V’s St. Crispin’s Day soliloquy.  There, sort of like Patton centuries later, King Henry is speaking to rally the troops, to encourage them in the midst of a situation that, frankly, looked pretty grim.  At Agincourt, the English forces were greatly outnumbered and were not nearly as well armed as the forces ranged against them.  It would have been very easy, and very understandable, to lose heart, facing those odds, those forces, those weapons, all aimed at one place: your heart, your life.
	Patton’s speech, and Henry V’s speech are examples of exhortation: encouraging speeches meant to rouse your forces.  “Sure, we’re in a tough predicament; but we’re tough, too, and we’ve faced bigger obstacles before, and always come out on top!”  “Have they got bigger guns?  Yes!  But we’ve got a greater cause!”  This is the kind of speech every coach has tucked away in his back pocket (except maybe Bill Belichick, who doesn’t seem to need one).
These are the kinds of speeches that make history: think of all the lines we vaguely remember from presidential inaugural addresses:  “Ask not what your country can do you for you; ask what you can do for your country.”  “Let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself — nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyses needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.”  “With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.”  To all of which, we feel a great, inner, involuntary urge to say, “Amen!” “Yeah!” or “Let’s get to it!”
	So, as rallying speeches go, Jesus’ sort of falls flat: “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” (8:31).  St. Mark assures us that Jesus “said all this quite openly” (8:32), which sounds as if Jesus is telling this aloud in public for all to hear, and he probably is, not that that would matter.  This word “openly,” is one of those sort of Shakespearean words: the sense Mark is getting at is that Jesus told his disciples these things very plainly, very directly;
he did not allude to these matters in some indirect, metaphorical way, by parables, or in any way that could produce misunderstanding or confusion.
	It’s more than a little ironic, then, that nobody seems to understand and everybody seems to be confused.
	Peter heard what Jesus plainly said.  It may even be that Peter was not confused about what Jesus said, but Peter, the natural leader among the disciples, knew that what Jesus had just told them was not a morale booster.  What Jesus has just told those who had committed themselves to follow him would be like Henry V saying to his troops, “Prepare to die,” or like Patton saying, “Abandon all hope, you fools,” or like FDR saying, “Be afraid.  Be very afraid.”
	Now Jesus did point to hope, great hope and great joy, in what he has just told his disciples, but it came at the end of all that he said.  You know yourselves that when someone you love and trust has just told you something shocking, something that makes you wonder how well you know this person, after all, you sort of don’t hear as clearly anything he or she says after that first part.  “I don’t really love you anymore—I really adore you!”  “I’m leaving you—To get some ice cream.”  Well, that second part is maybe pretty good, but that first part was like falling down a flight of stairs: you’re not really ready to hear any more while you’re thumping and thudding your way down.
	The disciples had already been with Jesus long enough, more than two years, to know that something, someone, very wonderful is here, with them.  Jesus wants them to tell him what that something very wonderful is; they ought to know by now.  Peter, the natural leader among them, is the first to answer Jesus’ question, that all-important question at the very center of St. Mark’s account of the gospel: “But who do you say that I am?” (8:29).  Peter gets the answer right, “You are the Messiah” (8:29), but he never got a right answer so wrong.
	Has it ever struck you that the world, despite a lot of good and happy things, is pretty messed up?  It certainly occurred to those disciples.  That’s part of what they saw in Jesus: here was man who not only saw very clearly that the world was messed up, but who also understood why, and who had the answer: the Kingdom!  Yes.  And the Messiah was going to restore the kingdom.  Israel, top to bottom, would be free and prosperous.  Israel, top to bottom, would know, honor, and worship God rightly.
	And now Jesus is telling them that’s right, sort of, but first “the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed.”  Amen.  Yeah.  Let’s get to it.
	Must undergo.  We may be under the impression that what Jesus endured he endured because that was what the Jews and the Romans did to people who made real political trouble.  But Jesus is saying, quite openly, plainly, clearly, here,
that there’s more to it than that.  His suffering is not merely incidental to tussling with the government.  His suffering is necessary.  Must undergo.  Those with especially tender hearts—and at this time of year, during Lent, all our hearts seem to grow a bit more tender—without doubt want so much to keep Jesus from suffering; if there is anyone who has ever lived on earth whom we would want to keep from all suffering, surely it would be Jesus!  Is it the same for you?  I want to take his whipping in his place!  I want to take that hard slap across the face in the presence of the chief priests, in place of Jesus.  Not you Jesus, but me: let me, not you!  Never you, dear Lord!  Sounds kind of like what Peter tells him.
	Must undergo.  Not you, brothers and sisters, not me, but Jesus; Jesus is the one who takes sin’s spear thrust aimed at your heart.  He takes it for you.
	Must undergo great suffering.  Not just some inconvenience, not a momentary pain, not just suffering, but great suffering.  Jesus says so, quite openly.  Great suffering.  You’ve suffered.  I’ve suffered.  Maybe some of you have endured great suffering: the ache, the hollowness, the darkness, the flood, the burden.  In the midst of our great suffering, we have Jesus.  That is not nothing.  Who did Jesus have in the midst of his great suffering?  Us?  Abandoned and denied.  God?  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  Great suffering.
	And be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes.  In other words, rejected by the religious lights of the people.
In other words, the people who were supposed to be closest to God; those who supposedly not only knew God best but loved God best.  These were the ones who were supposed to show the people what a deep and true life of faith looked like.  Sure, you love God—but pastors, you know, they’re even closer, somehow; they have a special love for God.  (Beloved, if Jesus shows us anything by his life and his death, it’s that religious officials are not necessarily the ones who love God most or best!)
	Think of how the disciples and the people would have interpreted this rejection.  They may not have always liked or understood the religious officials, the priests, the teachers, but these guys were the ones who studied God’s Word all their lives; these were the guys who had devoted their lives entirely to serve God.  They preached to us; they guided and shepherded us; they comforted us in the tough times; they prayed to God for us; they offered up our sacrifices to God.  I guess it’d sort of be like our PC(USA) General Assembly rejecting Jesus Christ . . . well, no, wait—bad example . . . It’d be like our General Assembly not understanding who Jesus is.  Because they do not know who Jesus is, they do not know who God is.  And if they do not know who God is . . . .  Who do people say that I am?  But who do you say that I am?
	Their misunderstanding is so great that Jesus will be killed.  He doesn’t say, I’ll die accidentally,
or that some maniac will rush at him with a knife in the crowd.  Those religious officials are going to see to it that Jesus is made dead.  They will want him dead.  They will sentence him to die, and they will see to it that he is killed.
	So, when Peter takes Jesus aside and starts telling him, Look, Lord, we’ve put our lives into your hands.  We’re trusting you to see all of us through to the end.  We’ve got to stick together and keep moving forward.  Don’t you see what you’ve just done to these guys?!  You just punched them in the gut!  You just ripped out their heart and spat on it!  You just told them that they’ve all been fools all this time, fools for trusting you.  Come on, pull yourself together, and let’s get this thing done.  And Jesus knew that this thing would get done, but not the way Peter was imagining.  Not the way he wanted, because though Peter knew Jesus, and so knew God, Peter, and all the disciples, and all of us, still have a lot to learn about God’s ways, and we seem to have such a knack for getting what we want and what God wants confused, muddled.
	Jesus made sure to tell them that after three days he would rise again, but they just didn’t hear that part.  Jesus knew full well what effect his words had had on all of his disciples, but Jesus wasn’t going to tell only half the truth; he came to announce Good News, and he gives them Good News, but it’s not the good news they had expected, or hoped for.  And that’s just it: so often, too often, it seems to be more about our hopes than God’s plan.
	The real morale booster was not the going to Jerusalem, not the triumphal entry there, not the cleansing of the Temple, or the way Jesus stumped and silenced the religious officials.  The triumph was not in any of the earthly power or prestige Jesus (or his followers) could gain.  The victory was in the rising again.  The victory was in the being killed.  The victory was in the being rejected.  The victory was in the great suffering.  The victory was in the necessity of undergoing all of it.  The victory was in God’s love, God’s unshakeable, unconquerable love, for you, and for you, and you, and everyone.  In Jesus Christ, God’s unconquerable love conquers sin.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	This bread and this juice is a sign, a promise, a foretaste of Christ’s victory.  And as we place our trust in him, as we put our lives in his hands, just like those first disciples, with whom he also shared this very meal, so we are in Christ, he in us, and we are partakers in him of his victory.  This bread and this juice, this Sacrament, is victory for us.  It’s not much to look at, I suppose.  Neither was Jesus.  No matter how great the odds, no matter how formidable the foe, no matter how outnumbered, battered, afraid, demoralized we may become, keep this in view, treasure this in your hearts: here is victory, for you, held out to you by Christ’s own hands, given for you, straight from Christ’s own heart.
	Now, to the One who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all we can ask or imagine, to God be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever.
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