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Origen was supposedly born in Egypt, probably in Alexandra in the year 185.  He learned Christianity from his father Leonides who was martyred in 202 during the reign of Septimus Severus.   Origen went on to be one of the church’s foremost scholars and thinkers, but not without a rocky start.  You see, Origen wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps.  He wanted to be martyred for his faith.   He wanted someone to kill him for being Christian – but there was no persecution going on at the time, at least where he was.  And so Origen attempted to travel to Rome in hopes of finding a persecution of Christian to which he could offer himself.   And he would have if his mother had not hid his clothes forcing him to stay at home.

Isn’t that an interesting thought?   Isn’t it an interesting thought that as Christians it might be our Christian duty to offer ourselves for persecution?   Isn’t it an interesting thought that if no one is persecuting us for our faith than something is wrong that we need to rectify?   Isn’t it an interesting thought that the Christians are always to live in opposition to the world around them?  
What do you think of that?   Isn’t that what this morning’s scripture is telling us?

Once upon a time I would regularly visit a woman who had severe arthritis and severe asthma.   Her joints hurt and she couldn’t breathe.   It was a pretty miserable end to what had been a very active life.  And I would go and visit her in her home and she would absolutely refuse any sympathy from me explaining that this was just “the cross that she had to bear.”   Her sense was that suffering was sent by God and that the point of suffering wasn’t so much to punish as to refine.  Her belief was that suffering was supposed to refine her personality and her faith the same way that a fire refines gold from rocks.   Suffering was supposed to make her more pure.   So, from her viewpoint, while suffering wasn’t any fun, it served a purpose, a divine purpose.   Is that what you believe about suffering?   Isn’t that what this morning’s scripture is telling us?   

This morning’s scripture is part of a larger discussion that the gospel of Mark has three times – just to make sure that we get the point.   The discussion was about the “Son of Man” for whom the Jews had been waiting for hundreds of years.  It needs to be noted that the gospels used the terms “Son of Man” and “Son of God” interchangeably to refer to the man whom God would send to bring God’s kingdom into being.   This “Son of Man,” “Son of God” was supposed to come and set the world right.  


The Jews were not sure what exactly this “Man” was going to do.  In some prophecies the “Man” was going to kill all the gentiles, leaving only the Jews to live forever in peace and prosperity.  In other prophecies the “Man” was going to force all people to live together in peace with the Jews in charge.   In that light it makes complete sense as to why the Jews didn’t think of Jesus as being “Son of Man” material.   He wasn’t a military leader.  He didn’t speak out about the gentiles, or the Romans.   He talked about love and forgiveness and about just being a Jew didn’t give you a relationship with God.  Jesus just didn’t fit the bill.  In response Jesus preached that the prophecies, especially from Isaiah, also told about how the “Man” was going to be killed by the authorities.  


But Jesus went on to say something pretty important.  Jesus told his disciples that not only was he going to suffer, but if they wanted to be his followers then they needed to be willing to suffer and die too.  In fact he went on to tell his listeners something profound – that if anyone wanted to save their life they were going to use it and that anyone who gave up their life for the sake of the gospel, then they would save it.   

As I start to examine this passage I need to remind you that this is the second Sunday in Lent and that we are doing Lent differently this year.   Instead of talking about sin and confession, our theme is “Living the Original Blessing” which celebrates that God loves us and in spite of our imperfections believes that we are good.   Our theme celebrates that God doesn’t want to punish us but wants us to have life, real life, good life, abundant life.   God wants us to know that life is good and at the end of our lives God wants us to think that life was an amazing ride.   

To that end I need to share with you a quote from this week’s devotional reading in which a desert father by the name of Theophan the Recluse wrote these words in the 2nd or 3rd century, “It must be realized that the true sign of spiritual endeavour and the price of success in it is suffering.  One who proceeds without suffering will bear no fruit.  Pain of the heart and physical striving bring to light the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  Evidently Theophan believed that suffering was a good thing that was to be sought out.   At least he believed that suffering could have a good effect on the life of Christians.  

I believe that suffering is a part of the equation.  I believe that few of us will get out of this world without suffering.   It’s all a part of being human.  Sure, some of us, sometimes, will learn from our suffering.   Sometimes suffering promotes our development.   But that doesn’t mean that suffering is what God wants for us.  That doesn’t mean that suffering is good.

No, the life that God wants for us is full of life and health and joy and peace.   God wants us all to have a life of meaning and purpose.   God wants us to live in relationship with God and with all other people.   


The question is, where do we find that life?  The question is, how can we find that life?  The question is, how do we grab hold of that kind of life?  I believe that is a part of what this passage is about.   You’ll have to let me know if I’m right.

My interpretation of this verse begins with the whole of idea of crosses.  Jesus told his listeners that they should take up their own crosses and follow.   In other words cross-bearing, suffering, was to be seen as the result of faithfulness to God’s call.  The implication can’t be missed.   If you are faithful to God’s call upon your life, if you live the way that God wants, you will suffer some.   But while your faithfulness to God’s call may result in suffering, that suffering isn’t God’s will – life is.  

And you see that‘s where this passage gets really interesting for me.   Because how is it that God wants me to live so that I might have life?   The answer is in this passage.   The answer is that we find life by living it for the benefit of others.   The answer is that we find life not by trying to get life for ourselves, but by giving it to others.  In other words, the life we want, the life that God wants for us will not be found by trying to grab hold of life – but it will be found by loving God with all our being and loving our neighbor as ourselves.  In other words, you and I won’t be able to accept God’s original blessing on our lives as long as we set out to do just that.  Instead God’s blessings come to us when we live so as to help others accept the blessing.  And so I have a question for you.  Is Jesus right?   Is this right?   Do you and I find life when we put others first?   Do you and I find the life we want by helping others to find the life they want?   Is this right?

You and I, and all people, want to have a life that is filled with joy and peace.  You and I want to have lives that are filled with love.  You and I want to live a life that is filled with meaning and purpose.   And so, if Jesus is right – the way for us to enjoy that kind of life is by caring about the hungry in our community, by letting others go first, by letting go of anger, by helping to build a habitat house, by teaching Sunday School, by striving to be a good steward of our money, our time, and our abilities.  By striving to be good parents and even better grandparens.  If Jesus is right, the way for us to have the life we want is by caring about abused children, by caring about unemployed fathers, by doing what we can to help divorced women.  If Jesus is right then we will find the life we want by inviting the people next door to church, by letting that guy cut you off in traffic, by caring about the poor and the homeless.  

Is Jesus right?  Before you answer think about the opposite.   Jesus is saying that if we chase after happiness and ease, and power we will never have the life that we really want.   Jesus is saying that if what we most want is a life in which the paparazzi are constantly following us around trying to figure out what we’re having for dinner, then we will never have the life we want.   Is Jesus right?

Of course I understand the reality of my question.  You and I are inherently self-centered. To a greater or lesser extent we all believe that we are the center of the universe.  To put others first is unnatural.  You understand the reality, most of us have not ever had the opportunity to be rich, powerful and famous living on the backs of the poor – nor will we have that opportunity.  The opportunity we have is to live quiet, modest lives that are so completely self-absorbed, that they never touch the lives of others.  Our temptation isn’t to be rich and famous but to just not care about others – to put ourselves first at every opportunity.   Is Jesus right?   Is life found in caring first for others – for caring first about how God wants us to live?   

In search of an answer I can tell you about some friends of mine who are completely self-absorbed.   They have no obligations, no children, no pets, no jobs and so they are free to do what they want when they want to do it.  And so that’s what they do. They travel, they play, and they are not people that I enjoy being around.  They lack perspective.   They lack compassion.

As you know Tom and Casey Leip have been giving up every Thursday afternoon to go by the Oregon Food Bank, pick up our order, bring it to the church and stock the shelves.  Hearing about our need my friends offered their 15 year old son.   They bring him here every Thursday and he and his friend help Tom and Casey for about an hour – which Tom and Casey appreciate.   I recently received an e-mail from the young man’s mother telling me that because of his helping Tom and Casey they had their son back.    His mother wrote that he was now less “teen-like” and more caring about others – because of his helping others.

Last week I attended the Palau Organization’s kick off for “The 2009 Season of Service.”  The aim of this event is to get churches to do things that help people outside of their membership.  As an editorial aside I need to let you know that this jump to helping people with tangible needs is a pretty big jump for lots of these churches.  I also need to let you know that this is new ground for lots of these churches in which they are open to learning from those of us who have been doing it for a while, which is what I doing there.  And I was glad I went.   I got two opportunities to talk to groups of church leaders about the need for more food pantries.   But a part of this event was a public proclamation of support by our elected leaders.   And one of those who spoke was Portland City Commissioner Nick Fish who it turns out is Episcopalian.   And Commissioner Fish took the opportunity to tell us about his father’s tombstone on which are written these words, “If I have helped one person then my life has had meaning.”  


As you have probably guessed, I believe that Jesus was right.  I believe that one of the things we have to do so that we can accept God’s blessing on our lives is live outside of ourselves – live for others – faithfully respond to God’s call on our lives.   I believe that Jesus was right.  I believe that as long as we try and achieve happiness and power and comfort the less we’ll have.  I believe that if we want to have a life that makes a difference in the world, that is worth living, that has some joy, then we have to find ways to touch the lives of others.   In a world that is unquestionably filled with suffering I believe that God’s call is for us to find ways to share love.  We have to find ways to help.   I believe that’s where life is.  I believe the question ultimately becomes, what do you want?   What kind of life do you want?  Do you want life that really matters?  

And so you tell me.  In your life, where are the places where you can make a difference?  Where do you have opportunities to help?  To share?  Where are the places that your life can touch the life of someone else?  Search out the opportunities.

And tell me.   What has happened to your life because of your loving and sharing and forgiving?   What has happened because you found ways to care about others?  Was Jesus right?  Is giving away your life in love the way to have life?  Was Jesus right?
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