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Sermon, St. David’s, 2/28/2021, Lent 2B, Mark 8:31-38 (Elizabeth Felicetti) 

This year we are focusing on Mark’s Gospel, but the way we read scripture on Sundays in the 

Episcopal church means we read certain parts at certain times of the year to coalesce with our 

liturgical season. Sometimes this can be confusing, because it means we jump around in the 

biblical books. We go from waiting for Jesus to be born in Advent to Christmas to Epiphany, and 

then Lent and Holy Week, crucifixion and resurrection, and then after Pentecost we have a 

summer and fall of kind of ordinary Jesus wandering around as well as some chronological Old 

Testament stories. Then we wait for him to be born again. 

Reading Scripture this way is rich thematically, but all the jumping around can make following 

one Gospel, like the Gospel of Mark, a little confusing. We were in the first chapter of Mark for 

a while, then jumped ahead to the Transfiguration in chapter nine, then back to chapter one last 

week; and now we are in chapter eight. 

All of this jumping around means you might not have been able to notice that today’s story 

marks a turning point in Mark’s Gospel. Up until now, at the end of chapter eight, the focus has 

been on stories of healings and miracles. But now Jesus makes the first of three predictions in 

Mark about his death, and the rest of Mark’s Gospel focuses more on teaching and then the 

events leading to Jesus’ death and resurrection. One scholar I studied in seminary said that 

Mark’s Gospel was “a passion story with an extended introduction.”1 

Up until now, following Jesus had been a pretty dazzling experience for the disciples: in chapter 

one alone, as we’ve read recently, he cast out a demon and healed a mother-in-law as well as 

someone with leprosy and the whole town gathered near. Jesus kept healing people, including on 

the sabbath, and cast out demons. He told parables, stopped a storm, walked on water, fed five 

thousand people, and then four thousand people more. He made a deaf man hear, and shortly 

before today’s story, Jesus healed a blind man after spitting on the guy’s eyes. 

The disciples were caught up in all of this activity and knew that they were following a winner. 

So when Jesus started talking about how he was going to suffer, get rejected by powerful people, 

and then be killed, the disciples could hardly absorb the part about him rising again after three 

days. They were confused about how, after all of these miracles, such suffering and pain was 

ahead instead of glory.  

So Peter began to rebuke Jesus. Peter, who used to be called Simon but whose name Jesus Hs 

changed back in chapter three. Peter, who had just answered a question correctly when Jesus 

asked, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter had answered, “You are the Christ.” 

So, surely Jesus could hear from his trusted disciple Peter that talking about great suffering and 

rejection and death wasn’t a winning tactic, especially not when they were at the height of their 

success as a movement. Jesus was building an impressive reputation. Don’t bring all this gloom 

and doom into it. 

 
1 M. Kähler per the Rev. Dr. John Yieh, New Testament Interpretation, Fall 2004. 
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Jesus responded, “Get behind me, Satan!” With an exclamation point in our translation. This 

wasn’t gentle Jesus: he was annoyed. He told Peter to quit thinking about human things and 

focus on divine things instead. 

That’s something like what we try to do in this season of Lent, isn’t it? We look at the time Jesus 

spent in the wilderness, being tempted. We try to recreate that in small ways, trying to focus on 

divine things instead of human things. I have loved hearing what many of you are doing to 

observe Lent this year. At our Wednesday night program I heard about all kinds of great books 

people are reading about divine things. Another person is giving up alcohol. Some are trying to 

be more mindful of what we do: for example, not eating while reading. Several people are trying 

not to minimize purchases during Lent.  

When we do these things, we can try to fill any space created by these disciplines with God. 

Ideally, in Lent, we grow closer to God.  

We set our mind on divine things, not human things. 

Peter thought that Jesus was changing tactics, from running around doing miracles to talking 

about suffering and death. Jesus rebuked Peter and doubled down, telling everyone that if they 

want to become his followers, they must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow him.  

This is a hard sell. But think about it: these disciples, even though they didn’t seem to understand 

much of what Jesus was talking about: they had already lost their lives. Peter left his fishing nets 

to follow Jesus. He changed his name. He had dropped everything. He thought he was giving up 

fishing for something better but hearing about great suffering and rejection and death didn’t 

sound like something better. 

Not when his mind was set on human things. 

Human things aren’t bad things. Humans are beautiful. You are all human, and your beauty takes 

my breath away: the way you help each other out. The way you reach out to people beyond our 

church. The way you prioritize other people. 

Denying ourselves and taking up our crosses to follow Jesus may sound awful. “Pray and grow 

rich” sounds a whole lot better. But crosses are a part of our lives. We all experience suffering. 

The whole world is experiencing it now. None of us want to suffer.  

If someone tells me to embrace suffering, I don’t react well; and if you are in the thick of 

suffering right now, you won’t either. But I also know the suffering I personally have 

experienced in the past year, not just with the pandemic but with my two cancer experiences, has 

included gifts. Some of the gifts have been in the love expressed to me, by you all, by my friends 

and family, and above all by my husband.  

But when I think about Jesus saying “pick up your cross and follow me,” I think about how what 

I’ve gone through has changed me. The pandemic may have changed how I function as a priest, 

but after all I’ve gone through health wise, I can connect on a deeper level now with with others 

undergoing health crises. Who have a very serious brush with death. I wasn’t able to do that 

while I was out on disability myself, in the thick of my own healing; but every step I take further 
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away from that, I can see more clearly how God may be able to use my suffering as a comfort to 

others. Some of the human things in my life have changed. Diminished. But, I can see a few 

divine things a little more clearly. 

Jesus is not saying “Go jump on a cross so you can be my follower.” Jesus invites us to pick up 

the most broken, tender, hurting parts of ourselves and follow him; and maybe, if we keep our 

minds on divine things instead of human things—that is, if we are able to watch him as we walk, 

instead of focusing solely on our own pain— we can find a way to use a little of our pain to help 

others. 

I think about addicts, for example. People who have experienced the pain of addiction and are 

working on their recovery are incredibly helpful to others who struggle with addiction. That’s 

taking up a cross to follow Jesus. 

I found people who had experienced the kind of cancers and procedures that I did helpful when I 

was going through the past year. Now I hope to gather up my pain to help others. 

What is your cross? Can you pick it up to follow Jesus? 


