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Isaiah 50:4-9a Psalm 19 Jas 3:1-12 Mark 8:27-end

In speaking and listening, writing and reading, may God be known, who 
is Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen

As we approached this weekend’s twentieth anniversary of the chilling
attack on New York on September 11th 2001 with the agonising pictures
and stories currently reaching us from Kabul, I have reread the series of
reflections written by Rowan Williams, who had been close to the World
Trade Centre that day: “Writing in the dust”. Very much written as “one
person’s attempt to find words for the grief and loss of one moment”
(p.80),  nevertheless  they  resonate  now  with  a  deep  poignancy.
Throughout the reflections there is a theme of pausing and giving space
rather than rushing to fix the meaning of words and events. He says:

God always has to be rediscovered. Which means God always has
to be heard or seen when there aren’t yet words for him (p.5)

We can read today’s gospel as Jesus opening such a rediscovery of
God to his disciples and those gathered around him, showing them that
discipleship,  following  him  is  a  journey  of  rediscovering  God  in
companionship with him.

“Who do people say I am?” he asks. The initial answers equating him
with the holy men of the immediate and deeper past suggest that people
have glimpsed something of  God about him that they recognise from
those who have spoken for God before. 

When he asks those closest to him, those who have shared his everyday
life,  who  they think  he  is,  Peter  shows  that  journeying  with  him has
revealed something even deeper to them: “You are the Messiah”. 

He uses a word from his tradition: you are the anointed one, the one
chosen by God.

Peter  shows he recognises in  Jesus and absolute and definitive role
given by God which evokes his own absolute and definitive commitment.

He has, in his way, made a rediscovery of God in the person of Jesus.

As the words are spoken, Jesus commands a pause, a silence, a space.



In that space he begins to tell them what is to happen to him, predicting
his suffering and death, perhaps openly showing them where they will
need to look to see God’s presence before there are words for him in
that place. 

Peter’s word “Messiah” does not stretch to this kind of understanding of
what God’s chosen one should be doing, or what should happen to him
and he protests.  This  time Jesus is  direct  in  his  response:  “you  are
setting your mind not on divine things but on human”. In other words ‘you
need to rediscover God”

And the way to the path of rediscovery:

“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take
up their cross and follow me”

I wonder what those who first heard these words might have made of
them?

What did the image of the cross mean to them – it might have evoked
the shocking prospect of a criminal’s death, but unlike those who hear
the words in the knowledge of what was come, or in the faith tradition
that has reflected on it over centuries, these were words leading into the
totally unknown.

Jesus’ words set out a path he has yet himself to take.

Yet those who from this point did stay with him, did walk the route to
Jerusalem with him and eventually saw him take up the cross beam and
carry it to the place outside the gates where he would be crucified as an
outcast, learnt in his companionship what his words meant. His journey
showed them, and revealed for all time the rediscovering of the presence
of God, in ways  we still  can’t  always  find adequate words for,  in the
depth of suffering, the darkness of death and in the resurrection life that
emerged from the tomb. 

And what of us, who do have the knowledge of what was to come, or
stand in the faith tradition that has reflected on it over the centuries.

I wonder how some of Jesus’ words in this gospel might open new ways
of rediscovering God for us this week?

Perhaps here there is an invitation to pause, to make space, to listen 

To hear him ask us: Who do you say that I am?



To allow the answer  to come from the deepest  place of  truth  in  our
hearts and to listen again for how he shows us more fully what the words
we use about him show us of God…….

To ponder what he shows us and ask for the grace to commit ourselves
to him as the one who is revealing to us a perpetual rediscovery of the
presence of God in our live and our world.

Perhaps here there is an invitation to pause, to make space, to listen

To the invitation to take up our cross and follow him

Here,  perhaps,  we  can  learn  from the  experience  of  those  who  first
heard these words, not to try pin down a particular understanding of “our
cross”. 

The words were spoken as an invitation to stay close to Jesus, as his
follower and companion – to go where he goes and be where he is, even
when that appears to be a place that is God-forsaken. To go with Jesus
to see and hear God’s presence before there are words for God in those
places.

The places in our own lives to open to God’s love and healing

The places in our communal life together that are fragile

The places of our world that cry out for compassion

The places where the balance of creation is damaged and disregarded

Perhaps now there is an invitation to pause, to make space and listen to
which of  these places (or  others)  Jesus calls  us to follow him in the
strength of his companionship, in our prayer or in person.

Rowan Williams draws his final reflection in “Writing in the dust” towards
a close with the following words:

If Jesus is indeed what God communicates to us, God’s language
for us, his cross is always both ours and not ours: not a magnified
sign  of  our  own  suffering,  but  the  mark  of  God’s  work  in  and
through the deepest vulnerability…..something that is there for all
human suffers because it belongs to no human cause. (p.78)

May  the  grace  to  know the  companionship  of  Jesus  in  recognising,
walking towards or praying into the places where God is at work in and
through the deepest vulnerability be with each of us today and always.
Amen.


