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Mark 8:27-38

Jesus’ Crying Tree

Tonight we will begin a new series at the Clarkes Church.  We have entitled it “A Year of Forgiveness” and deliberately sought to include the community at large and other churches.  We don’t know how this will unfold and are a little anxious about it.  In allowing the book, The Crying Tree, to be our discussion starter it feels like we risk losing our life so we might find it anew in some new form.   We ask for your prayers.  

The book is a bit controversial as it explores forgiveness or non-forgiveness in human, but not necessarily religious, terms.  We will be talking about the human need to forgive and why we resist it so.  

The Crying Tree is written by a foreigner to us, someone from Wausa to use last week’s key image.  We don’t know what faith Naseem Rakha, the author, follows if any.  We do know her father’s name is Mohammed and he is from India.  Judging by his age, probably a man impacted by the civil war there that produced Pakistan and the State of India but left many dead, many others scarred by war and thousands of refugees.  
To listen to someone connected to someone named Mohammed this week seems somehow appropriate, especially when the topic is human forgiveness.  This is a week in which we humans who think we are Christian hurled accusations at we humans who think we are Muslim and visa versa and together we produced death on both sides.  
And adding another dimension, Naseem, who will be speaking to us tonight, is married to a Jew.  The Jews and the Muslims are in the throes of a huge and potentially earth-lethal conflict with each other in the Middle East.  Right now they are stalemated but it is not stable and could blow up any day with nuclear implications.   Given the historical conflicts between their peoples, how do Naseem and her husband achieve reconciliation sufficient to be married?  What does she see that eludes us and will she hint at it in her book?  

I don’t find this in her book but my memory, a very fallible faculty, remembers that Naseem’s mother was a Polish Catholic from Chicago.  If this is true, her parents bridged the chasm between Christianity and faith in Mohammed.  How did they do this?  Did one of them sacrifice their faith to the other, did they both hold on to their faiths and find a way to honor and respect each other?  Did they acquire an understanding of faith that goes deeper than religion?  I do know that Naseem dedicates her book to her parents with this inscription:  “for my mother and father, who taught me about the beauty of music, the magic of words, and the gift of love.”  

In her acknowledgements at the end of her book Naseem thanks “the late Aaron Copland for creating music that inspired many scenes in this book.”  Aaron Copland, an American Jew who’s expansive, open spirit, exuberantly testifies to the freedom of forgiveness.  Had he been a bitter soul stinging from the senseless suffering of his people, he could not have written music that inspired Naseem.  
So the thinking behind the book and the relationships that undergird the author somehow combine Jewish, Christian and Muslim influences to suggest a way of forgiveness.  When I met Naseem in Portland I bought a copy of her book and had her autograph it.  She wrote, “To Tom and Laura, and for the path of forgiveness.”  Yes, we are on the same path.
Maybe Naseem has found some answers to the question the title of Brian McLaren’s new book, released on 9/11, poses for us:  “Why Did Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed Cross the Road?  I think starting with the human condition, our shared humanity, anthropology rather than doctrines and creeds goes far to move us toward reconciliation and peace.  
Now to the Gospel for the day:  Consistent with all this, our gospel text again has Jesus on the road beyond the familiar territory of “our people”.  They are traveling toward Caesarea Philippi, a village that has Caesar’s name built into it.  Jesus suddenly asks his disciples who people say he is.  He has generated a great deal of discussion among people about his identity.  Opinion runs all the way from the return of John the Baptist through Elijah or one of the prophets.  People see him coming from a place they don’t quite understand but think significant and revelatory.

Jesus next asks his disciples who they think he is.  Peter, answering for all, says “You are the Messiah.”  His answer, different from the ones given by people not so close to Jesus, shows how intimate and central to Peter’s hope Jesus has become.  For Peter the anticipated messiah is the bearer of whatever God is going to do to straighten out the world.  Peter sees that Jesus is the fulfillment of all the disciples’ dreams and is going to make it happen.  They believe in him.  Strangely, Jesus “sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.”  
Then, for the first time in Mark, “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.”  They tell him they believe he is going to save them and he tells them he is going to die.  This is not what they wanted to hear and it makes no sense.  How is the anointed one going to bring them through their world of trouble if he is about to die at the hands of their own religious leaders?  No wonder Peter quietly took him aside and began to rebuke him.   He didn’t hear the bit about the resurrection—it wouldn’t have made sense to him anyway.
In full view of the other disciples, and with no quietness at all, Jesus called Peter Satan!  Peter understood that Jesus was the Messiah but when he attempted to deter Jesus from a messiahship that entailed suffering, rejection and death, Jesus tells him to “get behind me”.  Peter has hit a raw nerve and Jesus sets him straight.
Not only does he publicly rebuke Peter in front of his peers but “he calls the crowd and says to them, ‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.’”  Let them deny themselves?  What is he talking about?  In the context of the eighth chapter of Mark what are they denying themselves of?  I think the answer is violence in all its forms!  Think about it.  Peter got it right that Jesus is the Messiah but he thinks the Messiah is going to use violence to achieve his goals.  Jesus knows that violence can not solve the problem of violence for it only leads to more violence. So he tells them they must deny themselves of it.  It is a temptation to which they must not yield.  It is one of Jesus’ teaching the church has never heard very clearly.
To deal with human violence, Jesus has a plan so radical no human could have thought of it.  He will come from outside history and will allow himself to suffer, be rejected, and dye through human violence and then rise in three days.  It will be a response to violence that allows violence to have its day but then reveals it as a futile fraud.  Instead of opposing violence with greater violence, Jesus will go in the opposite direction.  He will allow it to wash over him and reveal its vacuity from the inside.  

Jesus then says those who wish to follow me must do the same.  Now do you see how this is connecting to the message of The Crying Tree?  The Crying Tree cries out at the tragedy of human violence in all its forms.  Jesus definitively exposes this violence and opens a way toward its resolution through following him.  Following him may mean suffering as he did, being rejected as he was and even being killed.  But Jesus refuses to resort to violence and instead forgives even as he is being killed.  
He says, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves (deny themselves the pay-back of retribution) and take up their cross (which means acceptance of rejection, suffering and possible death) and follow me (that means do as I do).”  He then goes on, “For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the gospel, will save it.”  
I am going to move from the level of the individual and individual salvation to the level of our species and human survival.  Is it too strong to say if humankind is to be saved, given the power of our weapons and the pressure of the environment, we must risk forgiving even though it feels counter-intuitive, to have any hope of saving ourselves as a species?  I don’t think so.  If we try to save our collective life by continuing to use violence to stop violence, we will lose our collective life and possibly life on this planet.  But if we choose to lose our life in response to the gospel, (That is we let go and trust ourselves to God, and God’s justice and mercy, ceasing our misguided attempt at control through the distribution and management of violence), we will save our life as a species.  Am I reading this right?  Can you see any other way to read this?
The cross is Jesus’ Crying Tree.  He mounted it at great cost to himself to show us a better way.  It is the way of forgiveness and it leads to life.  It has the backing of the resurrection, the very power of God.  The alternative continues to ramp up our violence in response to more violence that then leads to more violence.  It was this kind of thinking that lead Jesus to rebuke Peter and publically say, “For what will it profit them to gain the whole world (as though they could) and forfeit their life?  Indeed, what can they give in return for their life?”
We, as followers of Jesus, whether we are Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus or Christian must not be ashamed of his “weak word” of forgiveness in our assertive, aggressive, fully-armed, retributive, justice-demanding world.  It is the only word with the power to save.  We must not be ashamed of Jesus and his words!  Jesus himself said, “Those 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.”  
He is coming and he will save us, for me that is sure, but it may be after we have destroyed ourselves.  Let’s do all we can to learn the lessons of forgiveness while there is still time.  Jesus has already modeled it for us by forgiving us.  Amen.
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