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A pastor shares this story: “Even though I grew up in a church parsonage, am the son of 

a minister and was raised by congregations of wonderful Christian believers, I had not heard the 

question until the summer of my junior year of high school.  I remember begin confused and 

slightly put off by the way in which it was asked.  I remember the steady, waiting gaze of those 

sitting across from me in the circle. 

“It was a youth gathering at a friend’s church across town.  The church had a basketball 

court in the basement, and the evening of fun and hoops was to last until ten p.m.  But at nine 

we were all brought into one of the youth rooms and asked to sit in a circle.  The youth pastor 

offered a brief prayer, then said we were going to go around the circle and each answer the 

question: When did you accept Jesus Christ into your heart? 

“I knew I had been baptized at St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church on Sunday, November 

1, 1982, and confirmed at Vandalia Presbyterian in 1995, but this information didn’t seem to be 

enough.  What the others were describing was a moment of decision, when they spoke words 

that welcomed Jesus into their hearts.  Here I was, the preacher’s kid, without an adequate 

answer to this question of great consequence.  How embarrassing!  Yet when the pastor asked 

if anyone wanted to accept Jesus that very night, I couldn’t respond to the invitation either.  

Instead I stumbled back onto the basketball court with great uncertainty about where I stood 

with Jesus or who he was to me.” 

Do not worry.  I am not going to ask you to break into small groups and discuss where 

you stand with Jesus right now in your life – as fun and interesting as that might be.  And yet, 

turning to our text, it sure sounds like we have come upon one of those crucial moments of 

decision for the disciples.  They have been following along, sometimes understanding Jesus, 

sometimes absolutely clueless.  But now, at the exact midpoint of Mark’s Gospel, suddenly the 

rubber meets the road – big time! Jesus turns to the disciples and asks two key questions.  The 

first is merely descriptive: “Who do people say that I am?”  Go ahead, tell me what is being said 

about me on the roads and in the towns.  And the disciples have some good answers. Like first 

century pollsters, they have been listening to the public and they repeat what they have heard: 

Some say you are Elijah, some say John the Baptist, the ancient prophets are mentioned a lot.  

Jesus you are at the top of the polls.  No one else is close.  The New Hampshire primary is in 

the bag.  

But Jesus isn’t finished.  He has a second question, more personal and hard-hitting: 

“Who do you say that I am?”  A rather foundational question, both then and now.  Forget what 

others say - who is Jesus to us and what difference does he make in our lives?  Is he some 

artifact from the past, the teller of some nice stories?  Or is he at work right now, among us and 

within us, transforming us into persons who are able to hear and respond to his voice?  “Who do 

you say that I am?”  

Might take us a while to formulate an answer in that small group.  “Jesus, let me think 

about that for a while.  I’ll get back to you.”  But Peter, always the bold and impetuous one, 

responds immediately: “You are the Messiah!”  Way to go Peter!  You really nailed it this time!”  

But then something odd happens, hard to understand, rather counterintuitive.  Instead of 

congratulating Peter on a simple, direct and correct answer to a tough question, Jesus scolds 

him, even silences him.  He then proceeds to talk about his own suffering, death and 

resurrection.  This really becomes an odd encounter.  Peter confesses Jesus as the Messiah – 

isn’t this what we have all been waiting to hear? – and Jesus responds, first with a rebuke of 

Peter, then with ominous words of pain, rejection and death.  It is as if Mark wants to 

communicate two things at once.  Yes, Peter is right.  Jesus is the Messiah.  But he most 



definitely is not the Messiah that Peter expected or desired.  For Peter, and probably most of 

the disciples, the words, Messiah and cross, do not belong in the same sentence together.   

But Jesus isn’t finished.  Then he turns to the crowd and challenges their concept of 

messiah as well.  You might expect a mighty ruler, one who will overthrow Rome and return 

Israel to glory – a car in every garage and chicken in every pot.  You expect to follow me to 

glory.  Try this on for size… if you want to become my followers, you must deny yourselves, 

take up your cross and follow me.  Who is this guy?  

Author Tom Robbins has written this: “You risked your life, but what else have you 

risked?  Have you ever risked disapproval?  Have you ever risked economic security?  Have 

you ever risked a belief?  I see nothing particularly courageous in risking one’s life.  So you lose 

it?  You go to your hero’s heaven and everything is milk and honey ‘til the end of time, right?  

You get your reward and suffer no earthly consequences.  That’s not courage.  Real courage is 

risking something you have to keep on living with, real courage is risking something that might 

force you to rethink your thoughts and suffer change and stretch consciousness.  Real courage 

is risking one’s clichés.”  

Could this be what is happening to Peter and the others and to us in this encounter in 

Mark?  It is one thing to confess Jesus as Messiah, but it is quite another thing to embrace this 

Messiah.  It is one thing to invite Jesus into our heart.  But the harder question is, what are we 

going to do with him once we have him there - this Messiah, this Jesus who, in the words of 

Presbyterian pastor, Christopher Henry, “Questions our deepest allegiances and demands 

discipleship, who requires us to move from selfishness to generosity, from fear to love, from 

hatred to compassion, from the narrowness of self-righteousness to the wideness of mercy.  If 

we want to follow this Messiah, it’s going to take more than acceptance and assent, more than a 

moment of decision.  It’s going to take change in habits, assumptions and actions.”  

Author Robert Spike recalls an incident from early days of the often turbulent civil rights 

movement in the South.  He was on a plane flying out of Jackson, Mississippi.  He overheard a 

conversation between a Catholic sister, sitting across the aisle from him, and her seat 

companion.  The sister was lamenting all the unrest that had come to Mississippi, complaining 

about all the “outside agitators,” the students and church leaders, who had come to her state in 

support of civil rights, certain that their presence was provoking violence on the part of white 

racists.  “I do not question their dedication, nor even the rightness of their position,” she said.  

“But surely it is a bad thing to create turmoil by stirring up people who feel differently.”  But as 

she talked, all the while she was fingering a cross hanging around her neck. 

Do you see the sad irony in her words and actions?  For the one whose cross the sister 

held so dear was one who never hesitated to confront comfortable patterns, beliefs and ways of 

living and turn them upside down.  He was terrible at meeting people’s expectations of him.  He 

engaged the sorts of people he should have ignored and ignored the sorts of people he should 

engage.  He accepted all the wrong dinner invitations.  He scolded his own disciples, then 

turned around and praised the faith of a Roman soldier.  He upset pious expectations of what a 

child of God should say or do and subverted all manner of religious certainty and self-

righteousness.  Over and over he answered questions with more questions – 307 to be exact – 

so that those who came hoping for confirmation of their faith went away more confused than 

ever – kind of what often happens after one of my sermons! – but they did stay up all night 

thinking about it.  As Peter discovered, it isn’t so much about knowing that Jesus is the Messiah 

as it is knowing what kind of Messiah Jesus is... and perhaps who we are as well. 

Flannery O’Connor has a story about a little girl who loves to visit the convent and the 

sisters.  But every time a nun gives her a hug, the crucifix on the sister’s belt gets mashed into 

the child’s face.  The gesture of love always leaves a mark.  As we begin this journey to 

Jerusalem with Jesus, may we discover our true identity as disciples of Christ, or better yet, 

may it be imprinted upon us. 


