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Following Jesus One Step at a Time

…” This is not what we want to hear; it’s counter-cultural
and it’s counter-intuitive to everything we believe about
what’s important in life.

This Second Sunday of Lent we come face to face with the
hard news of following Jesus. Last week we read of Jesus
in the wilderness facing Satan and wild beasts. That was
hard, but that was about Jesus. This week there is no
skirting the issue; Jesus is talking to us about what it
means to follow him. This is hard and it’s about us.

So what do we do with the way of the cross? This is the
hard stuff and we have a hard time getting people to show
up for the nice stuff. How do we lead a congregation to
follow the hard way of Jesus and the cross?

It’s interesting to notice in the paragraph introducing our
particular passage that verse 27 says while “on the way”
Jesus was talking with his disciples. This was not a lesson
for which they had set aside time; no appointments or
class schedules had been made. They were on the way, in
the middle of following Jesus, watching him serve and
heal and preach and touch, and in turn, they helped and
learned what being on the way with Jesus looked like. Out
of breath, walking as fast as they could to keep up, and
looking at each other as they wondered what Jesus would
do next, Jesus starts asking them questions about what
people are saying about him. Who do they think he is?
And more, what do you fellows think about me? Of
course, Peter spoke first, “You are the Messiah!” Jesus
responded, “Yeah, but you guys need to be quiet about
this. Let me explain what being the Messiah is.”
Then he began to teach the hard stuff; he began to teach
that he would suffer and die and be raised. Peter
interrupted, “No, No! We’ve got a good thing going here.
People are having their needs met and more and more of
them are joining up. For Pete’s sake, we have a movement
started. We’re going to be successful. Some of the boys
are already drawing up the blueprints for a new Center for
Ministry complex in Capernaum. James and John want to
be co-directors and I’m putting together ‘Jesus Tour: A.D.
31’ with t-shirts and kid’s action figures and a possible
book deal. Jesus, just think, you could become an author.
People might even start quoting you.”
Jesus whirled around, “You don’t get it! The stuff you’re
talking about is satanic! It’s
the complete opposite of
what God wants and who
I’m called to be.” And
Jesus got back to the hard
teachings: “If anyone
would come after me, let
him deny himself and take
up his cross and follow me

Like so much of the work of ministry, it is rarely the big or
grandiose that have much to do with God. It’s in the small
and mundane where God seems to start working. So start
small and take it a step at a time.
Following Jesus and the way of the cross begins with small
steps. Later, we’ll look up and discover where he’s led us.
A good while ago, back in 1991, our small, struggling
congregation was faced with caring for some men with
HIV and AIDS, many of whom were gay. It was
controversial: we were small and did not know if we were
going to survive as a church or not. We were desperately
trying to attract young families and here we were talking
about caring for gay men with AIDS. We couldn’t come to
any resolution about homosexuality and we were afraid of
our church dying, but we knew here were some particular
men who were sick and alone and who needed someone to
help them buy groceries and take them to the doctor (when
we could find one who would see them). So we started
there. We knew that Jesus wanted us to do at least this
much.
Over time, one small step at a time, our care expanded into
creating a new organization, putting together worship
services of prayer and healing, and becoming friends with
people we never dreamed ahead of time we could befriend.
On the way, while serving and caring, we occasionally
asked the big questions but no longer abstract we learned
to ask them better and think about them differently.
Was that following the way of the cross? I don’t know. At
the time it seemed to be the hardest thing we had ever
faced. We had few doubts about Jesus wanting us to care
for these sick and dying men and we became so focused on
the many small steps that we rarely looked up to see if our
church was dying or if we’d end up on a cross or not.
Twenty years later we’re still here although we’re still
small. We didn’t die although we buried many good
friends who died from AIDS. I do know that we don’t
panic as much when Jesus starts talking about taking up
the cross. We’re more likely to cinch up our belts and ask,
“Okay, where do we start?”
~ Kyle Childress, Ekklesia Project

Reflecting on the Word
____1st Reading: Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16
Examine the language of the covenant promises made in
this passage. Is this a one-sided covenant, or is it more
like a contract with obligations on both sides? Why is this
significant? Do you think God was demanding that
Abraham be perfect? What promises did God reaffirm?
What things are required of Abraham as signs of this
covenant? Does it seem like God is requiring a lot from
Abraham, with very little “proof of return?” Why are
symbols an important part of promise making? What do
these symbols accomplish in the time between when the
promise is made, and when it is fulfilled? What kinds of
promises has God made to us that we might not see
fulfilled in our lifetime? What signs has God given us as
a reminder of these promises? Do we make signs as well,
as a reminder of the promises we have made to God? If
so, what are they? How can you celebrate and remind
yourself of the promises God has made to you? Faith
Element

____Psalm Reading: Psalm 22:23-31
Have you ever asked God, “Where are you?” Have you
ever felt like the world was against you and God was
distant and silent? If so, what was it like for you to endure
that particular storm in your life? What does David do as
a result of what he knows to be true of God? What is the
one thing that you need to do when you feel abandoned or
attacked? How can praising God give you strength in the
midst of the storm? How does the future hope of heaven
help you know that God is with you during those times
when you feel abandoned and attacked? Woodside Church

Praying Toward Sunday
Lent calls us to journey, this and every day,
following Jesus wherever he leads us.
Lent calls us to journey:
to the place where God covenants with us,
to receive the new names we are given.
Lent calls us to worship together,
to tell future generations the good news.
Lent calls us to practice justice,
to bring God's hope to all people.
Lent calls us to faithful living,
to trust the One who gives us life.
Lent calls each of us to take up our cross,
to trust the One who bears it with us.
Lent calls us to journey with God.
Let us worship God, who walks with us,
this and every day.
~ Thom Shuman, Lectionary Liturgies

Lent's hardest sacrifice is giving up illusion: illusions
about God, the world, safety, yourself. Peter tries to
cling to an illusion. Jesus' harsh rebuke is devastating meant not only for Peter, but all of us.
Sometimes it's necessary to abandon the illusion of
what you previously called “faith.” As you mature as a
Christian, faith draws you to a dark realm beyond
reason. Reason is merely a place-mark of discernment:
the content of the pages can shock with their
unreasonable wonder, complexity, beauty, horror,
emptiness.
All the scripture readings for Sunday reference faith in
some way. God initiates a reciprocal pact of faith with
Abraham. The Psalmist remembers God’s former
faithfulness in order to find faith in present distress
despite the jeering of companions. Paul considers how
Abraham’s irrational faith blessed him. Jesus asks his
followers to follow him in faith to the Cross. Let us
have faith.
~ Suzanne Guthrie, At the Edge of Enclosure

____3rd Reading: Romans 4:13-25
How much do you emphasize trust in your faith life? What
does that or would that look like for you? How can you
have the trust of Abraham and Sarah? When is the last time
you considered what it would be like to live more focused
on your life of faith than strict adherence to law and rules?
Even if you don’t follow Torah, what other parts of our
society do you allow to guide your decisions and life? How
can you live a life more directed by your faith? Sermons
the Work

____4th Reading: Mark 8:31-38
What do you think it was like for the disciples to witness
this event? What must that have been like for these
disciples to witness this and then not to be able to talk
about it or mark the event? When have there been times in
your life that, rather than reacting to an event, you slowed
down and took it all in? What did that do to your reception
and experience of the event? The Transfiguration story is
about having an encounter with the divine and walking
away from it in awe and with a sense of mystery. When
have you had such an encounter? These men had just seen
Jesus in a new way and are still grappling with what that
means. How might this change your life? How might you
take the gift of God telling you to slow down? How can
this message inform your journey as we leave the season of
Epiphany and begin our journey through Lent? Lesson
Plans that Work

