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Matthew 16:21-28 and Romans 12:9-21

Mahatma Ghandi called this sort of thing a deadly social sin – when we – the church reach try to reach for the resurrection without experiencing the cross.  Let me say it plainly up front – you cannot have the resurrection without the cross.  We cannot have the power and glory of the resurrection without experiencing the sacrifices of the cross. 

But we try – and why not.  The resurrection is the fun part.  The power, the life, forgiveness, eternal life, heaven, victory.  We love to sing it -- “victory in Jesus.”  We love to win.  And we will.  But you can’t have the resurrection without the cross.
Peter tried.  But Peter didn’t get it.  At least not yet.  We thought he did last week.  Remember this?  Jesus asked -- Peter, who do you say I am?  And Peter responds perfectly, you are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  But that was last week.  
Do you remember the three critical questions we can ask of any gospel:  Who is the Christ?  What kind of Christ is this?  What does it matter to the church?  Peter nailed the first lesson last week.  Jesus, you are the Christ, the son of the Living God.  But not today.  Today, Jesus had just told his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.  Well, that’s certainly no fun.  For Peter, this was no intellectual debate.  He was horrified.  Never!  God forbid that anything uncomfortable will happen to my Christ.  What kind of Christ do you think you are, Jesus?
Jesus said, Peter, you don’t get it, do you?  Sure, you correctly confessed that I am the Christ, but you don’t understand what kind of Christ I am, what kind of Christ I must be.  And let me tell you – this is just the beginning – if you think you’re confused about me, you will be doubly confused when it comes to your own life, and the life of the fledgling group of yours – remember them – the church – remember, Peter, you’re holding the keys.  Now you’ll see what it means to hold the keys to the kingdom of heaven.

In Peter’s defense, it wasn’t just his fault – his response really was a product of our human nature, our human selfishness.  We all tend to prefer the victory and pleasure of the resurrection over the suffering, humiliating, sacrificial requirement of the cross.  By the time this gospel was being written, and that fledgling church was springing to life everywhere – in a matter of those few short years, the church had already forgotten.  It is our natural tendency to gloss over the prerequisite suffering and humility and leap ahead to the comfort and glamour of eternal life.  In a matter of years the church was already reaching for the glory of the resurrection hoping to ignore the sacrifices of the cross.  But you can’t have the resurrection without the cross.  If you want to be a follower of your correctly confessed Christ, you must be willing to follow that Christ, even to the cross – necessarily through the cross to the resurrection.
OK -- What does that mean?  How does it matter to the church?  Well, for the Christians in Rome, it appears simply that they needed to do the hard work of getting along.  If you hear Paul’s encouragement in our passage this morning, it’s clear the church in Rome needed a little reminder about humility in their relationships with one another --- putting the needs of others above your own.  Genuine love.  Take note of how often the little phrase “one another” appears in this short passage in Romans.  
And this is just one example of what Jesus meant when he said – you can’t have the resurrection without the cross – or in his words – if you want to follow me you must deny yourself, take up your own cross, and follow me.  What does it mean to deny yourself and take up your cross?  For starters, let your love be genuine – in practical terms -- learn to get along.  And getting along just might require of you some painful self-sacrificing.
Ghandi – I mentioned him earlier – he raised the stakes a bit – calling this problem a deadly social sin.  Of course, because of  his circumstances in South Africa and India, he was mostly interested in transforming entire societies – that’s a big challenge.  I’d be satisfied if we focus on transforming ourselves right here, for now.  But the principles are the same, the requirements are the same – we cannot have the glory of the resurrection without the sacrifices of the cross.

We’re not entirely sure what religion Ghandi practiced – he was raised Hindu, but he studied the teachings of Jesus in detail.  He was fascinated by and drawn to Jesus’ self-sacrificing nature.  Ghandi’s non-violent strategies for social change grew out of his understanding of Jesus.  He warned of seven perilous patterns of humanity – each representing our natural tendency to reach for the resurrection without being willing to experience the cross.  It is a deadly social sin to seek wealth without work, it is a deadly social sin to seek pleasure without conscience, to do science without respecting humanity, to gain knowledge without strengthening character, to conduct politics without principle, or do commerce without morality, and it is a deadly social sin to worship without sacrifice.
You cannot have the blessings and comfort and power of the resurrection without experiencing the sacrifices of the cross.  It was true for Jesus, and it is true for anyone who professes to follow Jesus – we, too, must follow the way of the cross.  And that means, when it comes to my relationship with you – according to Paul – I must put you and your needs ahead of my own.   I must sacrifice myself for you.  That’s what it means to live in Christian community – forget what’s going on out there and the way everyone else behaves – for now let’s consider us, our Christian community -- we must follow the way of the cross.  If we make that precious confession – Jesus, you are the Christ the Son of the Living God – we must then ask – what kind of Christ is this?  And then we wonder together -- how does that matter to me and the way I live today as part of this community of followers?

We cannot enjoy the blessings of the resurrection unless we are willing to experience the sacrifices of the cross.  Let me be clear – I like the resurrection, I count on the resurrection.  I hope for the resurrection glory – make no mistake about it.  You tell me I must follow the way of the cross first – OK – I’ll buy that – but I still cling to the promise that the way of the cross does, in fact lead to victory, and I want it – and more than that -- I believe that resurrection victory starts now, today.  My sins are forgiven today.  I have eternal life today.  But it’s not one or the other.  We don’t live the way of the cross or the way of the resurrection.  It’s both.  You can’t have one without the other.  Neglecting either one is like reducing Christ to half of his mission.  We’ve tried.  
Throughout history – the Christian church has sometimes over-emphasized one or the other.  Sometimes we have been only the martyrs -- the sacrificing, suffering servants of the cross, without joy, without victory – talking about how sinful we are without offering the hope of forgiveness through grace.  
Or sometimes, we blindly and selfishly soaked up the rewards of the resurrection – my sins are forgiven and I’m going to heaven – while neglecting the personal and social sacrifices that are required of our faith community – as if we are bothered by the prattle about helping others, but we are quite pleased to claim our seat around the table.   

So let’s enjoy the whole weekend – on Friday we accept the servant who suffered on the cross, sacrificing all.  And on Sunday we enjoy the power over sin and death.  Remember, we profess to follow Christ, the Son of the Living God.  And so it is right and good to ask as well -- What kind of Christ is that?  We follow the Christ – the son of the Living God who chose to be present, physically present, and who chose to physically give it all up – and who, as the living God would not take death as the end – death is not the end for us either.  The stink of sin is not the end.  And so it is also true – if we follow the way of the cross – even doing the hard stuff like learning to get along -- we will discover today, even today, that the way of the cross does indeed lead to victory, the way of the cross leads to life eternal.

The Lord be with you.            
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