Unexpected Lessons: Measuring Profits & Losses

Mark 8:34-38


Once in awhile you may stumble across a phrase, a few simple words, that redirects your life. For me those words came during one of the most difficult periods of my life.


My colleagues and I watched as our work setting seemed to be crumbling around us. Each of us had to decide how we’d respond to what at times felt like an impossible situation. Would we have the courage to stand up to certain practices that were taking place? Would we allow the dysfunction that had emerged to shape our behavior? Would we become paralyzed, unable to function in any productive way?


One of my gifts during this period was working with an amazing therapist. She helped me reflect on the challenges I faced and reach decisions about how best to meet those challenges.


During one of our sessions, which happened to fall at the beginning of Lent, Sophia helped me map out the steps I could take should various scenarios happen. Before I left, Sophia mentioned that what I was facing reminded her of when “Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem.”


As the next months unfolded, I reflected on Jesus’ decision to travel toward Jerusalem, knowing that path would require everything from him. What emerged for me was a conviction that Jesus could travel this path—not because he was unaware of the difficulty and pain it would include, but because he believed that God would somehow hold everything that would happen. He trusted that God would be present and continue to work to bring wholeness out of a shattered reality. He had hope that God would have the ultimate word in a broken world.


And that phrase—Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem—helped redirect my path. It allowed me to travel into a future that was uncertain and unsettling because I believed God would hold together the pieces of whatever might happen. It encouraged me to continue taking one step after another because I believed God would be present regardless of what lie ahead. It empowered me to experience a deep sense of peace because I believed that God would somehow bring wholeness to any brokenness I might experience.


Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem

Those exact words don’t appear in Mark’s gospel, but the meaning they carry does. And the reading we heard this morning comes from the pivotal point in Mark’s gospel when Jesus decides to take the journey that ultimately will lead him to Jerusalem.


Jesus begins to tell his disciples about the “way” he’s decided to follow. He doesn’t try to candy coat what this decision will cost. He speaks of suffering and rejection. 


Jesus then turns to the larger crowd that surrounds him and makes it plain that anyone who wants to follow him will have to travel the same sort of journey. Those who follow Jesus will have to make decisions that others won’t understand and take risks that others will likely oppose.


Jesus offers a lesson about how his followers are to measure profits and losses. It’s a lesson that turns what we might expect upside down.


Joel Marcus, professor of New Testament and Christian origins at Duke Divinity School, notes that Jesus’ words often seem contrary to common sense. In today’s reading, Jesus calls his would-be followers to take up a cross and be willing to give up their life.


“What does this call urge its hearers to do?” Marcus asks. “To die, or at least to be willing to do so. And why should anyone want to die? How can dying be the way to find life? Jesus’ advice seems to turn common sense on its head.”


But Marcus adds that, as often is the case, Jesus’ advice turns out to be based on “down-to-earth, practical wisdom.”


He points out that centuries before Jesus’ birth, a Greek lyric poet wrote, “The man who risks his life in battle has the best chance of saving it; the one who flees to save it is the most likely to lose it.”


“In other words,” Marcus explains, “what is most important in the heat of battle is not to lose your head (either figuratively or literally). And it is impossible to keep a cool head if you are trying in a panicky way to steer clear of danger—the fleeing soldier is easily shot in the back. On the other hand, intrepid soldiers sometimes miraculously survive, even when their companions are falling left and right, because they act in a purposeful and deliberate fashion that unnerves the enemy.”


Marcus sees Jesus as taking this “piece of secular, military wisdom” and transposing it onto a different plane. “The transposition is apt,” Marcus argues, “because Jesus pictures himself as a general in an army, and the present situation as one of fierce baffle—the climactic battle, in fact, between God’s army and that of the personified power of evil in the world.”


Marcus notes that from the outset of Jesus’ ministry “he announces that God is about to invade the world and smash Satan’s strongholds.” In fact, one of the most common nuances of the Greek word we usually translate as gospel is “good news from the battlefield.”


According to Marcus, “Jesus, then, calls people to follow him intrepidly into the final battle, without looking back, without hesitating, without giving a thought to the danger that such following might pose to their lives. And he promises that those who do so will, against all expectation, find life.”


Mark wrote his gospel for a young Christian community that faced challenges. They may have made an initial commitment to following the way of Jesus. But when that way revealed bumps, dangerous turns, and an uncertain destination, they began to question whether they should continue the journey. Maybe it was just too hard. Maybe Jesus’ call asked too much of them.


 Although our world may seem far removed from that of Mark’s setting, we face many of the same challenges. Economic, social, and political uncertainties feel like constants. Brokenness seems to characterize our collective and individual relationships. Sources of suffering feel overwhelming.


While Mark wrote his gospel for a young Christian community, perhaps he also writes it for us. He seems to understand the challenges we face. He also seems to understand that the choice to travel the Christian journey is a process—an ongoing series of decisions. Discipleship doesn’t arrive full blown, but rather develops slowly as one takes first one step and then another and as one learns a new way to judge profits and losses.


It’s an understanding of discipleship that Dayna Olson-Getty has come to understand in the face of death.


Dayna, a program coordinator for the Duke Divinity School Center for Reconciliation, and her husband, Eric, were ecstatic to be expecting a baby. But when they went for a twenty-week ultrasound, they learned their unborn son had a fatal birth defect. His skull had never formed.


Babies with this condition have a fairly good chance of living to full term and even some chance of being born alive. But they rarely survive more than a few days. Usually they only live a few minutes or hours.


As Dayna and Eric shared the news about their son’s short life expectancy, several people responded by saying they would pray for a miracle. While the couple was grateful to be upheld in prayer, those comments caused Dayna to reflect on her own beliefs.


She wrote: “I am not praying for a miracle. At first, I wondered if this was because I lack faith. It is true that I have a hard time having confidence that God will supernaturally heal those I love when they are deathly ill. Maybe this is because I lived through my mother’s excruciating death from cancer, despite many prayers for her healing. Probably it is also because I am culturally a rational Westerner, more likely to put my confidence in the technology of medicine than in the healing power of God.”


But Danya said the truth was she had seen the ultrasound photos. She saw with her own eyes that her child didn’t have a cranium and was missing a kidney. And she saw both long past the stage of her pregnancy when those structures were supposed to form.


In her reflection, she wrote: “I desperately want Ethan to be born whole. I would give up one of my own arms or legs if it meant that Ethan’s skull could close over and his brain form normally. There is nothing I want more in life than to raise this little boy and to have him outlive me. I want to hold his newborn children in my arms when I am old and know that they will live on long after I am gone. But I am not praying for a miracle. I am not capable of praying for healing while simultaneously preparing for Ethan’s death. 


“Eric and I only have this one opportunity, now, in these days of waiting, to parent Ethan well. We don’t want to waste this precious opportunity by denying the reality that his life will be very short or by failing to acknowledge that what he needs most from us is our preparation to care for him in his dying.”


Danya and Eric did the things that needed doing to prepare for Ethan’s birth and death. And their faith strengthened them as they traveled that painful path. It wasn’t a faith that denied the existence of suffering. Instead it was one that measured profit and loss in a different way.


As Dayna put it: “I have not been praying for a miracle of his healing, but I have been taking great comfort in the miracle that is already assured—the miracle that Ethan’s life will not end with his death, but will be joined to the eternal life of the God who made him and gave him to us. Sometimes this promise is offered to peple who are grieving as if it is somehow supposed to take away the pain of burying a loved one—and as far as I can tell, it doesn’t. My body is still going to ache for him when we come home from the hospital without him. Years from now I will still feel the pain of his absence and wonder about the person he would have grown up to be.


“But there is something about his life—the life that God put in him—that is not ephemeral and fragile like his body. In this way, Ethan is no different from any of us. Our bodies are frail and fallible too, and they will all die sooner or later, but we have the promise of resurrection into a life that is not constrained by our frailty and that comes from the one who breathes life into all creation.”


Jesus set his face to Jerusalem.


Although we know that choice resulted in a physical death, those simple words also serve as an invitation to a way of life. A way that travels through, rather than around, the realities of a world that contains uncertainty and suffering and brokenness. But a way that also leads to a new understanding of the profits and losses in life and that guides to an ever-deepening process of growing and being. Amen.
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