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Proverbs 1:20-33 and Mark 8:27-38

The eleven men shook their heads in disbelief. tHay just withessed what they think they
did? Did not two of their best friends just havether heated debate? And, just to complicate
matters, even though both seemed to have goodspaletairly the debate had just ended and,
after strong words of rebuke by both, the issue apgarently settled — and one of their friends
had made it abundantixry clear that he was right and that the other friead wrong.

Pulled betwixt and between. To whom should orterii® Which message rings true? How easy
it would be if all of life was simple, all issuesystal clear, that there be no ambiguity. Why are
there so many voices saying seemingly contradidtungs? Need messages be so convoluted?

Thoseare time-honored questions. Be it wisdom from on Higim God or that articulated by
humans, it often seems as though there is litdatgl Perhaps it isn’t that the messages are
muddied, but a matter of the ears and minds oh#aers that distort messages to their own
liking ...... In our Gospel reading, we heard thesedsor

Jesus went on with His disciples to the village€aésarea Phillippi; and on the way He
asked His disciples, “Who do people say that | am?”

As we read, there were many answers! Peter’s angagcorrect — well “sort of” correct. Peter
got the title right, “Messiah,” but his reasons waitl wrong. Peter wrong? Yes, Peter was
wrong. In fact, heould not have been morewrong. We read that exchange between Peter and
Jesus when Peter first rebukes, chides and adnesnd&sus and then Jesus, in turn, takes Peter
to task. Peter’s error? ltis classic, namelggsume that God and God’s waysatendonly
about success, power, honor, praise and esteenle iNbse words are appropriate when
speaking of God, they avoid and sidestep otheliifgignt and just as important attributions of
God’s ways and our faith — like service, deniahoirldly things, sacrifice and, yes, even
rejection.

It is hard to argue with anything that promisescess. It is difficult to compete with whatever
promises life will be easier, that with just thghi formula all of us can be rich, and by that we
mean rich irthings, or that faith and religion be about constantggand unending goodness.
How appealing it is to hear nothing but good thirgggod news — to come to worship and shut
out the world and have places like this be sanigsdrom all that is evil, all that is devoid of
goodness. lisimportant to be reminded how much God loves ug; siwecial each of us is as
children of the Almighty, how our self-esteem canrb-rooted in the realization that we are
made in the wonderful image of God. But thereaher aspects to worship — and who we are
as God’s own. There are some who ask why we nhwalya have a “Prayer of Confession” in
worship — that it is such a “downer” to speak aflfea and brokenness. Apart from the fact that
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)’'s Book of Ordataties confession be part of worship (W-
2.1002), our brokenness, our sinfulness and thenaganying need for God’s grace is part and
parcel of what we believe!



Part of this week’s lectionary reading from the @alf Mark includes these words from Jesus:

If any want to become my followers, let them delmgmiselves and take up their cross and
follow me. For those who want to save their lifdl \W@se it, and those who lose their life for
my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will savEor what will it profit them to gain the
whole world and forfeit their life? [Mark 8:34-37]

| find it curious that this week’s TIME magazin€sver asks “Does God Want You to Be
Rich?” In smaller type we read, “Yes, say someawcbgrches. Others call it heresy. The
debate over the new gospel of wealth.” Those wardsuperimposed over a Rolls Royce with
a cross as its hood ornament. What is irrefutablyic is that in the article, one man, a follower
of The Rev. Joel Osteen, puts a twist on the vemdw/ of Jesus as we found in this week’s
lectionary to be read in all Episcopal, Catholiatheran churches and most other mainline
churches. The man asks:

Why not gain the whole world plus my soul? ...
The article in TIME goes on to suggest that from frerspective,

Christians should keep an eye on heaven, but tbeé gews is that God doesn’t want us to
wait. Known under a variety of names — Word oftfr,aHealth and Wealth, Name It and
Claim It, Prosperity Theology — its emphasis iSGwd’'s promised generosity in this life and
the ability of believers to claim it for themselves

| shared the article from TIME with members of iWednesday evening Bible Class, and
pointed out that the “signature” verse for “Prosiyerheology” was John 10:10,

| have come that they may have life, and have itenadbundantly.

The reaction of the class members was unanimous +think that is the first time the dozen or

so of us have been unanimousaogthing! In a nutshell, the reaction of the class wasdfls

not what Jesus meant by abundance! Jesus meahtiadance of grace, an abundance of love,
fellowship, peace, joy, hope, faith — Jesus didrean MONEY!” Frankly, the best retort comes
from Rick Warren, author of “The Purpose Drivenelif In that magazine article, he wrote:

This idea that God wants everyone to be wealthghriey. It's creating a false idol. You
don’t measure your self-worth by your net-worth.

But that is thevery idol Jesus faced in His day! The definition dfjaod Jew” was one who
was healthy, wealthy, owned land, was learned alolfed all of the rules the Jewish leaders
claimed were important. Wealth was seen as a wfaBod’s favor. Poverty was a sign that
poor persons or their parents or grandparents tiawinitted sin. The Rev. Kirbyjon Caldwell, a
mega-church pastor echoes the Old Testament thémmeklJesus tried to counter:

God wants you to own land. The entire Old Testanseall about land. Land represents that
God is with you and God has blessed you.

We add to that The Rev. Joel Osteen and his wealspf how God’s favor allowed them to buy
their dream house and it was God that bumped MeddsSrom economy to business class.



Who doesn’t want to lay claim to that kind of fathiVho doesn’t want to interpret Scripture in
such a way that faith is about success, power, h@naise, esteem and wealth? That image of
faith was so appealing that no one less than spmused it! At this point in Jesus’ ministry,
Peter had his mind on a reception in Jerusalemathatgoing to put Jesus on the throne of David
and raise Jesus and His followers above the diftgaime of walking those dusty towns of
Galilee and Judea!

Here | stand on the Sunday when the Stewardshipn@bee wants me to introduce our theme

for the year — Faith in Action. At first, my reamt to the timing was “Oh, great! Here is TIME
talking about pastors and churches that get thdentlea of money wrong.” However, in this
passage from the Gospel of Mark, Jesus gives ug#pense we need to hear — indeed speaks of
how faith is more than just words but is aboutdwiing, losing ones life, taking up ones cross.

Let me be clear! Jesus dowd condemn wealth. Rather, Jesus wants to know whdat is
controlling whom or what. Are we in charge, arefai¢hful to God with what we have? Are we
willing to put our faith into action? Or, does amealth and possessions own us, possess us and
drive us? The image of a cross as a hood ornaomeatRolls Royce as depicted on the cover of
TIME raises my blood pressure. But then so doesdhlization of how many people want to
guote particular passages of Scripture as the mreng ones of the day but leave out or omit
Jesus’ desire that we share what we have withdbe gnd that we provide for the ministry and
mission we might accomplish as the church. Inltbiger of James last week we heard what
could have easily served as a reminder of how cheags can be — and how our faith is more
than just words but is indeed about faith put sxttion — and in large measure put into action on
behalf of others:

If a brother or sister is naked and lacks dailydfcand one of you says to them, “Go in peace;
keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do nqi@y their bodily needs, what is the good
of that?

Fortunately, there are many images, found righe ivethe ministry and mission of the people of
Gates Presbyterian Church to counter the covetMETas it sat on my desk all week. | could
not help but think of the number of people who hgraced our facility of late, not just last
Sunday, but in a couple of weeks of choir reheaysaimmittee meetings, a wedding, and two
Memorial Services after which there were wondetifuks of fellowship, as God’s people
gathered to comfort, not just with words, but wethbraces, poignant memories and a physical
presence that spoke volumes. And ... every tim#é hig office to go north to the Men’s room,

| could not help but pause and look at the collaigehotos on the western wall that showed our
youth putting their faith into action — and tod#he first packages of underwear for the children
in the Cameron Community Center neighborhood.

In our reading from the Gospel of Mark, Jesus gw/ilis to “deny ourselves,” “take up our
cross,” give of ourselves so that all might embraeeabundance of God'’s grace. Instead, just
think where some people in Western New York wargubtheir energy! You would think that a
teacher in Batavia undergoing a sex change oparateant the end of civilization and the
Christian world! That teacher’s rights under Neark State law notwithstandinthat is an

issue that needs to be front and center? If daathter crosses a line and, for example, espouses
others to consider such an operation, there shmikppropriate ramifications, but why does a
congregation in Batavia that goes by the nameGoate Baptist Church” want to limit God’s



grace? Is it because, like the leaders of Jesys'tere is a belief that God’s grace is reserved
for thechosen, theelect or special ones who are so holy as to not need confession, or who
believe they can pray to God in expectation oflamaance defined as riches?

As for TIME magazine, despite a rather good remgeoif the debate about God and wealth —
and in spite of the timeliness of the lead articléhe context of today’s reading from the Gospel
of Mark — they negated any credit due with whaythackagedvith the magazine this week.
Wrapped in plastic along with TIME was the Fall B®upplement titled “Style & Design —
Going for Gold, The Art of the Luxury Deal.” Whémpened the supplement, it fell to pages 98
and 99 that depict a cell phones, shoes, belt backhd purses in 18 carat gold. The suggestion
is that this is what we need in life — and thavéef don’t have it we are lesser! All | could think
was how | should have selected The Rev. Harry BEondfesdick’s hymn “God of Grace and
God of Glory?” for this morning. Remember theses from the third stanza?

Bend our pride to Thy control; shame our wantofigebladness rich in things and poor in
soul. Grant us wisdom, grant us courage, lest v8s irhy kingdom’s goal.

» Is it not enough to hear Jesus’ rebuke of Peteldyh&@o thousand years ago?

Is it not enough to hear the words from Proverlas, tin speaking of God’s wisdom, tell

us that “scoffers delight in scoffing and [thatpfe hate knowledge,” particularly when it

is the knowledge of God?

* Is it not enough to remember Jesus’ admonitioreéal fthe hungry, give drink to the
thirsty, care for the sick, imprisoned and needy?

* lIsit not enough to recall Jesus’ contention thathes control us, it would be easier for
a camel to go through the eye of a needle thanddo get into heaven?

* Is it not enough for us to realize that each of@sds to examine our response to God’s
appeal that we be grateful and thankful givers, ifh@e can’t give a scriptural tithe, ten
percent, that we nonetheless, be intentional in Wwevdetermine what we do give for the
ministry and mission of Christ’s church — and timagiving of our time, our talent and
our treasure, we put our faith into action?

In the end, the editors of TIME couldn’t help buit pheir spin on the idea of whether God wants
us to be rich or not. The last, appropriate lihéhe article is:

If God wants us to be rich in this life, no douts i.. richness in spirit that [God] is most
eager for us to acquire.

To that | would say “Amen,” except to close withnds of our loro seems more appropriate. In
Red Letter editions of the Bible, the words of 3eate printed in red. These words are red, but
perhaps they should be bold and in italics and dinéel as well, because it doesn’'t get any more
direct than this:

If any want to become my followers, let them demgmhselves and take up their cross and
follow me. For those who want to save their lifél \W@se it, and those who lose their life for
my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will savEor what will it profit them to gain the
whole world and forfeit their life?

Amen.



