PENTECOST 13

‘It has been granted to us that for the sake of Christ we should not only believe in him, but also suffer for his sake’. 

 Phil.  1:29.


The idea of a messiah who had to endure suffering, was offensive to the Jews and to the first Christians alike. The traditional idea – the popular idea of a Messiah was linked with thoughts of triumph, liberation, prosperity and success.  It was thought that the messiah, when he came to earth would be like King David of old – a triumphant worrior who slayed the mighty Goliath with a pebble even as a youth.  So when St. Paul and other 1st. generation Christians proclaimed that Jesus was the Messiah – the Christ – this Jesus who had been put to death as a common criminal, their message was treated with scorn and abuse.


Jesus did not intend to create a situation of conflict. He taught his followers to offer no resistance or retaliation when they were attacked or ill treated.  ‘Blessed are the peacemakers’ he said. But in spite of this – in spite of his message of peace and goodwill to all people, his own death brought about the most terrible conflict. It was not long after his death that one of his followers, Stephen, was stoned to death in public – even the great St. Paul himself, approved of his stoning.  The very idea of the Messiah being crucified, was an insult to the Jews and an offence to the Greeks.  Jesus did however prepare his followers for conflict by warning them ‘you will be dragged before governors and kings for my sake, to bear witness before them and the pagans.’ Jesus also called people to follow him, not with a promise of success but with an invitation to take up his cross.  Christian discipleship means that in some way – great or small – we must enter into suffering and rejection.


To endure the cross is seen in earthly terms as a tragedy – but in terms of the Christian understanding of life, suffering is seen as a prelude to eternal life.  If our Christian living ignores this truth, we are deceiving ourselves.  If we have watered down the Christian gospel so that it becomes simply a weekly emotional uplift which makes no costly demands on us, then we cannot help regarding the cross as the ultimate calamity – a meaningless and empty gesture. The prophet Isaiah, many hundreds of years before Christ, recognised this truth when he described the Messiah as one who would be despised and rejected.  But this notion has ceased to be intelligible to a religion  which sees Christ as a magic therapy for all our ills.  ‘Turn to Christ and be healed’ - turn to Christ and prosper’ – ‘turn to Christ and all your troubles will be over’; these are cheap slogans on which tele – evangelists and con-men thrive. They are a far cry from the invitation which comes from the lips of Jesus – ‘take up your cross and follow me’.


The cross is laid on every Christian.  When Christ calls us, he bids us to die.  It may be a death like that of the early disciples of Jesus, many of whom died in the same way as their master and Lord, or it may be a death to self interest and a love for personal security. There is no way around it. It is essentially the same experience of dying to one kind of life and being born into a higher life – the life eternal.


At our Baptism, the water is blessed with these words:- ‘Bless this water, that your servant who is washed in it may be made one in his death and resurrection, to be cleansed and delivered from all sin.’ Our Baptism unites us with Christ in his death and in his resurrection – a process of dying and being recreated in his likeness.


It has been granted to us that for the sake of Christ we should not only believe in him, but also suffer for his sake.

AMEN
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