
WALKING THE WAY

Proverbs 1:20-33; Psalm 19; James 3:1-12; Mark 8:27-38*

We’ve come this Sunday to a highpoint in Mark’s Gospel. For some time now, Jesus’ disciples

have been walking with him, granted a front row seat to observe him work his wonders, and what

wonders they have seen. They have heard him preach and teach. 

But now Jesus pauses along the way and asks them directly, “Who do people say that I am?”

What’s the buzz on the street, the opinion of the crowd? 

They answer that some say he’s a prophet, or maybe even a great prophet come back from

the dead. But then Jesus sticks it to the disciples with a direct question. Time for the final exam.

Forget what everyone else is saying about me. Now you, render a verdict: “Who do you say I am?” 

Simon Peter is the first to give answer, “You are the Christ, that is, the long-awaited Messiah!” 

Right answer! Well done! 

But then Jesus begins to complexify and deconstruct Peter’s right answer. Right then, right

after Peter says, “I know who you are, the Christ!” Jesus begins to teach them that he must be

betrayed, suffer, die and be resurrected. 

“God forbid that should happen to you!” blurts out Peter. That nullifies the right answer! Peter

thinks a Messiah is a blessed, anointed one of  God, someone with divine power to run the Romans

out of the homeland and set up a powerful King of David government in Judea. Suffering? Dying?

That’s not what happens to messiahs! 

And then, right after making this confusing statement about himself and his future, Jesus

makes what may be an even more disarming statement about them, “All who want to come after me

must say no to themselves, take up their cross, and follow me” (Mark 8:34). 

It’s a shock that Jesus will be betrayed, suffer, and go to his cross. It’s maybe an even greater
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shock when he says that his followers will as well. 

Jesus praises Peter for getting the belief right; then, he immediately says that Peter and the

others with him must deny themselves, take up “their cross, and follow me.” 

It’s not enough to get the right answer on the quiz, even when the key question is about Jesus.

We must also follow. 

I hope that’s good news for many of you. I expect that there are many here today are just like

Simon Peter in that you know something about Jesus—after all, you know enough to be here at

worship, listening for a word from him. And yet, often you find out, in listening to scripture or maybe in

the sermon, that you don’t know everything you’d like to know about Jesus. But maybe knowing isn’t

the main thing. Maybe the main thing is the following of Jesus. 

Peter came up with the stunning right answer. The only one in the class to know, “You are the

Messiah!” And yet Peter did not fully understand the significance of the peculiar way of Jesus as the

suffering messiah. 

And yet Jesus invited those who did not fully understand him to follow him. And follow they

did. And so have we. An often-heard charge against Christians is that Christians fail to “practice what

they preach.” It’s a fair criticism, as long as the critic understands that Christians are always

amateurs, always on our way, tagging along behind the God who, though always going on ahead of

us leading us (Mark 10:32), refuses to leave us be. Our following Jesus doesn’t mean that we’ve

mastered Jesus, that we finally know everything about him we’d like to know. 

Every time we gather here at church, we are God’s people on the way. We’ve seen enough of

Jesus for us to cast our lot with him, yet we do not fully understand him, do not know why God’s love

for us involved such suffering, death, and betrayal of God’s Son. But maybe fully knowing is not the

point. The point is for us to follow Jesus, to lay our questions aside for the moment and walk with

2WALKING THE WAY.ser.wpd



him, watch him, learn from him. It’s easy to point to the gap between what Christians profess (“Jesus

Christ is Sovereign”) and how we presently live (“Canada is synonymous with God’s kindom”).

There’s always a gap, a contested space, between our designation as “the body of Christ” and the

empirical reality of the poor old church. 

Do not accuse us of hypocrisy when we believe more than we are able to live. Our discipleship

is aspirational, provisional, constantly under threat, always on the way. We hold our doubts and our

questions in the faith, that by the grace of God, one day we shall be more than we could have been

without the repeated summons, “follow me!” In any age, the church never outgrows its first name,

“the Way” (Acts 9:2). 

Joseph P. Conway, in his book Broken But Beautiful Why Church is Still Worth It writes:

“A few years ago, some college students encouraged me to check out the Netflix drama Black

Mirror. Specifically, they recommended the episode “Be Right Back,” which messed me up in all the

right ways. In the episode, a woman mourns the sudden death of her husband. Sometime into her

grief process, she discovers a company that can create an artificial intelligence that resembles

deceased loved ones. She orders a “robot” replica of her husband based on his online social media

history. At first, it’s like resurrection. She jumps back into the relationship as if nothing has ever gone

wrong. Eventually, his “artificial” nature surfaces. He’s similar to her husband, yet not the same.

Having already grown attached and unable to face the prospect of a second grief process, she

decides to keep him at home. During the day, she goes to work and lives her life as a single person.

At night though, when she’s lonely, she pulls him out for companionship. By the end, you see the

ways the promise of technology has relationally stunted her grief process and compromised her joy.

She’s unable to move on toward a hopeful future. 

I’m convinced we’ve done the same thing. Out of an understandable desire to get more people
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involved in church, we chased the sugar rush of religious consumerism. Church is not an experience

to consume but a community in whom we participate. [That is likely why this pandemic has been so

hard on us because it prevents us from being in community.] Jesus did not come to make us religious

consumers but sacrificial disciples. You can’t buy your way into meaningful community. Our strategy

failed. The result is this: We’re incredibly lonely, and we can’t consume our way out of it”. (Joseph P.

Conway, Broken But Beautiful Why Church is Still Worth It, 2020)

Mark’s Gospel reminds us that from the earliest days the very first disciples of Jesus were

confused by Jesus. And yet, they knew enough about him to know that they would only grow in their

understanding of Jesus by stepping up, accepting responsibility, and becoming his disciples. They

knew that Jesus never said, “Agree with me.” He said, “Follow me.” They didn’t know everything, but

they knew that the gospel requires more than admiring bystanders or passersby. 

Because Jesus preached, “You are the salt of the earth... You are the light of the world... Let

your light shine before people, so they can see the good things you do and praise your Father who is

in heaven” (Matt 5:13–16), it’s not enough to believe things about Jesus, even believing the right

things. We must follow Jesus. And it’s in the following that we become deeper in our believing. 

As your minister, I know full well that it’s not good enough to clearly communicate important

religious ideas nor enough for the sermon to ask and answer, “Who is God and what is God up to in

the world?” The sermon must also be invitational: “Don’t you want to hitch on to what God is doing?”

At some point in sermons, God’s people must hear the summons “Let’s go!” 

It is not enough to hear or even to agree to God’s word; God’s word is always an address

whereby we are summoned, enlisted, called by God to be other than who we were born to be.

Preachers therefore aim not just for our listeners’ assent but for human embodiment, performance,

and practice of the assertions of the sermon. 
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When asked, “How do we know that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life?” Christians tend

not to trot out our big theological arguments; rather, we trot out our disciplined little lives. While we

know that Christ’s truth is not dependent upon our ability to embody it, we also know that the best

proof of Christian truth is in the sort of lives it produces. For better or worse, the world will judge

Christ by us. In this incarnational faith, the point is embodiment, enactment as much as assent. Any

theological affirmations we assent to must be practiced in our daily lives. Our best evangelism (as we

said in last Sunday’s sermon) is to show the world the difference God makes in the lives of ordinary

folk like us. All faithful believing is therefore responsive and reflexive, something done by God to us

before it’s anything thought by us. 

Sometimes in our worship you are asked, “What do you believe?” And then you rise and

repeat the words of a creed of the church. And that’s very important. But there’s always a time in the

service, in one way or another, when Jesus says, “Will you join up and join in? Will you take up the

cross and follow me?” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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