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Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he
asked his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” 28And they answered him, “John the
Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.” 29He asked them, “But who
do you say that I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” 30And he sternly
ordered them not to tell anyone about him.
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Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be
rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days
rise again. 32He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke
him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me,
Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”
34
He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those who
want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake
of the gospel, will save it. 36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit
their life? 37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 38Those who are ashamed of
me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will
also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.”
The gospel of the Lord

Grace to you and peace from God our father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
This morning I want you to dream with me for a moment. If you could go anywhere, where
would you go? If you didn’t have to worry about the cost, or getting the time off, or who will
take care of the dog, where would you go?
Would you go on an adventure? Mountain climbing? Travelling down the Amazon? Or are you
looking for a beach and a good book? Would you like to learn about history or culture? Go to
Asia, the Middle East, Africa? Is there just one place you’ve always dreamed of going? The
Grand Canyon? the Pyramids? The great wall of China? And hey, if money is no object, maybe a
space tourist trip? Anybody in?

If you could go anywhere, where would you go and why? I ask because I’ve always wondered
why Jesus went to Caesarea Philippi. He could have gone anywhere – well, anywhere on foot,
so why there? It must have been for a reason because it wasn’t exactly on the way.
Jesus did most of his preaching, teaching, and healing
around the sea of Galilee. But then, if you remember last
week, he expanded his ministry. He went up to the Greek
city of Tyre – where he healed a Greek woman’s daughter.
Then he goes down to the Roman cities in the Decapolis,
back up to 2 cities around the lake, and now he’s going back
north to Caesarea Philippi. It makes no sense. He must
have a reason for going out of his way. But why here?
It could be because Caesarea Philippi was beautiful. We always think about Jesus being in the
desert or along rocky dusty roads. But northern Galilee is lush. Think northern Minnesota in
the summertime. Natural springs brought plenty of
water to the farmlands, so it was rich with produce.
Green and abundant with rivers flowing through it. It
was beautiful and hopeful, like somehow all could be
right with the world again. Like in the age to come
when the Messiah would bring peace and prosperity to
the land. You can understand why Peter could see Jesus
as the Messiah in that place. If Jesus could make all the
world like this place, with peace and prosperity, there’s
nothing better than that.
But maybe there is more. Because there was more in Caesarea Philippi that green fields. In the
city, there was an ancient spring flowing from a cave. Around that cave for hundreds of years
temples to Greek and Roman gods were built. It was ancient sacred space. The cave itself was
dark and mysterious. Josephus, a Jewish historian that lived around the time of Jesus wrote:
[There] is a top of a mountain that is raised to an immense
height, and … at its bottom, a dark cave opens itself; within
which there is a horrible precipice, that descends abruptly to a
vast depth: it contains a mighty quantity of water, which is
immovable; and when anybody lets down anything to
measure the depth of the earth beneath the water, no length
of cord is sufficient to reach it. Now the fountains of Jordan
rise at the roots of this cavity outwardly; and, as some think,
this is the utmost origin of Jordan.
Some have called this cave the door to the underworld or the gates of hell. I don’t know. What
I do know is that it is deep and primordial and out of it flows the waters of the Jordan – the
Jordan where God’s story is centered.

I love that in this place of life and death and water, Jesus talks to his disciples about following
his way of love. It is by the waters of creation and new life
that Jesus says, (to the crowds, btw, not just to the disciples)
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny
themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those
who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their
life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.”
Imagine if Jesus had said “let them deny themselves and take
up their cross and follow me” just outside of Jerusalem where
Roman crosses lined the road. Imagine saying it while Roman soldiers, with shields and
warhorses, were going by. How horrible to imagine the cost of discipleship. It would be like in
the Princess Bride, when the Dread Pirate Roberts tells princess Buttercup “Life is pain,
highness. Anyone who says differently is selling something.” How sad and hopeless.
But Jesus, standing in a sacred space of life and death, water and creation, says, “If any want to
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” It gives
a vision of baptismal promises, hope, new life. And sacrifice is part of it, but not the whole of it.
In the first half of his ministry – the first half of the book of Mark
-- Jesus went all over Galilee. He drove out demons, cured lepers,
raised a child from the dead. Jesus fed with abundance, ate with
tax collectors and sinners – welcomed anyone who was excluded
or ignored. He gave the gracious, healing, welcoming gifts of a
loving God. Then Jesus stretched that message of hope and those
gifts of grace beyond Galilee to touch the rest of the world
Only now, after people have seen a gracious God, experienced the possibilities, known the
community, learned the power of love, it’s now that Jesus invites them to live into this new
world. And, yes, it will be hard. It will require sacrifice – but sacrifice for the sake of others and
for the sake of this new creation.
To take up your cross is not simply about suffering. It’s
not saying, “life is pain, highness.” It’s not about having
to wear a mask, or live with a bum knee, or put up with
your little brother or that neighbor who makes you crazy.
Those are not the crosses we bear. The cross is a sacrifice
that gives life to another. It’s walking the way Jesus
walked for us, following the way of love.
What does that look like? Maybe it’s doing your best,
using your skills for the good of the community. Making
choices that put others first. Maybe it’s sacrificing time, or possessions, ego, or power so
another can live well. Maybe it is working for change in slow, steady, non-violent ways. It is

always seeing any other person as a child of God worth caring and sacrificing for, so they can
have the same life and love you have received from God.
If you could go anywhere, where would you go? Wherever you go, know that you are a child of
God, beloved and gifted. And you are the baptized in Christ, who take up the cross and follow
in the way of love. Amen.

