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Mark 8:27-38

Z"TJesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi, and on the way he asked his disciples, “Who do
people say that [ am?” 2® And they answered him, “John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the
prophets.” ?° He asked them, “But who do you say that [ am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.”[21 *° And he
sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.

3 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. ** He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him
aside and began to rebuke him. ** But 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.”

**He called the crowd with his disciples and said to them, “If any wish to come!™ after me, 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,ll will save it. *® For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their
life? * Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? > 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.”

I said vending machine, but I could have said parking space instead. Or electricity. I learned my lesson since my
last hurricane, when I observed while the eye of the storm was passing over us, that [ was amazed that we had not lost
power. Not 1 minute after making this statement, the lights when out and did not come back on for four days. Needless to
say, I have been reminded of my jinxlike statement many times hence and I made sure not to comment this time on our
power status at all until long after we had the all clear.

Wouldn't it be simplistic if we could attribute the serendipitous parking space opening up or the electricity
staying on in the midst of the storm or the vending machine deity always giving us just what we need when we ask for it,
all as the hand of God. We are often functional deists or even agnostics until we need a parking spot or believe somehow
that God must have wanted my power to stay on more than some family in Kenner or Reserve who is still waiting for
restoration. There is a lot to like about the vending machine God. If we need a pick-me up, we punch that button; or want
something cool and refreshing we push that button; or something immediate and helpful to us in a pinch we push that
button. That is why we have a god around. To keep our power on, to get us good parking spots, to give us the spiritual
benefits we need whenever we need it. What’s not to like about that?

While it is not one of our scripture readings today, I believe the last section of Genesis chapter 32 is a defining

moment for us about the God who gathers us to worship. What we find there is not a vending machine god. In the 32

chapter of Genesis, Jacob wrestles all night with a mysterious figure at the ford of the Jabbock and at the break of the
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new day, Jacob finally says, ‘I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” And this mysterious figure replies to Jacob, ‘You
shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and humans and have prevailed.” And then Jacob
limps away from this encounter. This encounter with a mysterious divine being does not result in Jacob just getting more
of what he needs spiritually, but instead it leads to a long night of wrestling, a dark night of the soul, a period of struggle
and discernment and uncertainty and seeking. The God who encounters us in scripture wrestles with us, transforms us,
moves us, prods us, encourages, and calls us to lives of discipleship.

I think Peter in this passage, like the rest of us, would be satisfied with the vending machine Messiah. Most of the
gospel of Mark is spent with disciples, Pharisees, nearly all of Jesus hometown having a hard time seeing anything
messianic or godlike in Jesus. Who do people say that I am, Jesus asks at the beginning of our passage. A radical reformer
like John the Baptist...or maybe a original prophet like Elijah...or maybe another prophet like Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Micah.
And who do you say that I am Jesus follows up. I imagine there was a long pregnant pause after his question before Peter
finally spoke up with, ‘the Messiah of course.” Other than the unclean spirits and the demons, lepers and paralytics, Peter
is the first person to associate Jesus with the power of God and Israel’s Messiah. And then, like us, Peter assumes he
knows what kind of Messiah Jesus is going to be...the vending machine kind.

Give me a Savior on a white horse with a big army and lots of swag...a winner, a touchdown Jesus, a Messiah
whose only job is to shower us with blessings. I am always intrigued by those articles you see every now and then that
start with a headline like, ‘Studies Show that Religion Good for your Health,” and then go on to cite studies and surveys
that show regular worship attendance makes you live longer or is better for your health. What if there was a series of
studies that showed that there was no difference in how long you live or good health, whether you attended worshiped or
started your Sunday tailgate earlier in the morning; or even worse, what if a study showed that religion might increase
your stress or be detrimental to your health or hurt your life longevity. Would we have to chuck it at that point? Chalk it
up to the vending machine God not giving us what we want?

Something like that is what happens in this passage when Peter hears Jesus’ version of a Messiah. A Messiah will
suffer, a Messiah will be rejected, a Messiah will die violently, and be raised unexpectedly. Peter hears this and rebukes
Jesus. No, no, no, you have got it all wrong. Didn’t you hear me? I said you are the Messiah, you don’t have to put it with
all that other stuff. You can raise an army, you can rule the world, you can put everyone in their place, you can fire all the

Pharisees and bureaucracy and get us in there...that is what a Messiah is supposed to do. And Jesus rebukes Peter, the



only disciple courageous and bold enough to declare Jesus the Messiah is now equated with Satan and the work of evil.
Not for Peter and not for any of us, is Jesus willing to be equated with a vending machine Messiah.

Well what kind of Messiah will he be then? The 34™ verse of our passage is the Markan climax that I believe
answers that question. Jesus calls to the crowd and to the disciples, and to anyone who is listening. ‘If any want to
become my followers, let them deny themselves, take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life
will lose it, and those who lost their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. For what will it profit
them to gain the world and forfeit their life? I feel like we need Peter to speak up for us again here. Now wait a second
Jesus, I thought you were supposed to make our lives better, give us spiritual comfort, and endless bliss. What's all this
talk about taking up our cross and following you, what's this talk about self-denial and sacrifice for the good of the
whole, what’s this talk about losing our lives for the sake of the gospel. I thought faith was supposed to eradicate all our
problems, not create more trouble. I thought following Jesus would only lead to blessings, not crosses. I thought the point
of the gospel was our spiritual benefits package and having some kind of proof that we have the right heavenly
credentials.

Just recently I came across a quotation from the Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius who allegedly said that the
worst kind of addition is not all the usual suspects, but comfort. ‘Comfort is the worst addiction.” So much so that has
become the ultimate divine attribute that better be front and center of our vending machine God. Any deity worth its salt
better be about making us comfortable above all else or what is the use. Who wants a God who doesn’t think that is the
divine job? To paraphrase C.S. Lewis: ‘I didn’t go to religion to make me happy. I always knew a bottle of Port would do
that. If you want a religion to make you feel really comfortable, I certainly don’t recommend Christianity.’

All T am saying is answering Jesus’ call to follow is not the same thing as worshipping at the altar of the vending
machine God. Nearly a century ago, theologian H.Richard Niebuhr worried that this version of Christianity was
becoming the dominant form in our country and culture and described it this way: ‘A God without wrath brought
[people] without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.” Let me be
clear, I do not think following Jesus Christ means we live with a persecution complex or equate some small
disappointment in our ocean of comfort with Christian suffering. However, I think followers of Jesus Christ are called to
live a life of principle and honesty in a world that often rewards behavior that achieves its desired results by any means
necessary. Followers of Jesus Christ are called to love not just those who look like us or live like us, but to love and make

room for the breadth of God’s kingdom in our lives and community. Followers of Jesus Christ are called to practice



forgiveness and repair with those who have wronged us and whom we have wronged. Followers of Jesus Christ are called
to work in our world to knock down and remove barriers that prevent our neighbors from fully flourishing before God.
Followers of Jesus Christ are not just called to give someone a fish so they can eat for a day or even teach someone to fish
so that they can eat for a lifetime but also to ask uncomfortable questions like what is happening upriver or in our society
that is causing there to be less fish for us to eat together. Followers of Jesus Christ are called to offer their own resources
for the good of the whole, not only finding joy in the spiritual discipline of giving, but seeing that God is able to do more
with our resources when we pool them together as a community of faith than if we tried to solve the world’s problems on
our own or just did our own thing.

Yes, a vending machine God might be easy; a vending machine God might seem to make our lives more
comfortable. But a vending machine God ultimately does not ask much of us or expect much from us and offers us no
vision of humanity bigger than our own self-gratification. That is both the risk and the promise of following Jesus Christ.
He will change us, bit by bit and piece by piece, into a version of ourselves and his humanity that is closer to what in him
God has made humanity to be. It may not be more comfortable or always on our preferred terms. But it will be a form

more beautiful, more courageous, and more joy-filled than we could ever get out of a vending machine.



