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“Sometimes Jesus Is Hard To Misunderstand”
In the name of our risen Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

I once asked a teacher, someone who I thought was a distinguished teacher, a woman who had served
for over 30 years as a teacher, this question. “What has been your greatest challenge as a teacher?” She
replied, “Failure.”

You try to be a teacher, try to lead people from point A to point B, try to open up a formerly closed mind,
try to get people to see the world in a different way, attempt to change the way people do things, well,
get ready for failure.

I heard another great teacher once say that, “If you just want to impart information to your students, that’s
easy. But if you want to change their lives through that information, that’s very, very difficult. Most great
teachers want their students to do more than think differently. They want them to live differently.” That
really increases the challenge for any teacher, doesn’t it? On Sunday morning, in church, listening to a
sermon, if all we expect is that you receive some new information about Jesus, then listening to sermons
would be easy. However, if the goal of preaching is following Jesus, then no wonder so many sermons
fail. 

Since we started this church year, last Advent, we have been reading through the Gospel of Mark. I don’t
know if you noticed that rabbi, “teacher,” is one of Mark’s favourite designations of Jesus. We heard it
in today’s gospel reading. Jesus was a teacher. In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus is doing what he does
throughout the Gospels – patiently, repeatedly teaching the inner circle of his followers.

Earlier in Mark, the disciples complain that Jesus talks in riddles, parables that no one can understand.
Why don’t you just say what you mean to say, up front, direct, without all these sideward thrusts, the
disciples complain to Jesus.

So, a few chapters later, Jesus talks to them directly, without cluttering his conversation with little stories.
He lays out in straight forward, prosaic specificity – what he expects of those who would be his disciples.
And, as today’s gospel reading shows, the disciples still don’t get it. As Mark says, midway through his
Gospel, the disciples “did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask.” Mark says that
the disciples, those who are among Jesus’ inner circle, are amazed and afraid of Jesus. Mark says that
Jesus and his disciples are passing through Galilee and Jesus doesn’t want anyone to know that they
are there because he is in the middle of “teaching his disciples.”

What he is teaching them, over and over again, is that he will not be the Messiah they were expecting.
He will not be the one who comes in and sets everything right, defeats evil and injustice on our terms,
and ends in glory. No, Jesus will be betrayed, rejected, killed, and rise again. Jesus’ identity as that
suffering Messiah will be crucial for their identity as his disciples. That is what he is teaching them. And
none of them get it.

To be fair, what Jesus is attempting to teach them is a very difficult lesson to learn. They have been
expecting a triumphant, all powerful Messiah. What they get in Jesus is a suffering servant. They have
signed in with Jesus for glory. Jesus talks to them of the way of the cross. It is hard for them to
understand. Jesus keeps working with them, telling different stories, using various illustrations, but still
they don’t get it.



Or do they? Perhaps the disciples’ problem is our problem. It’s not that they don’t understand what Jesus
is telling them. It’s that they don’t like what Jesus is telling them. This is a way that nine out ten
Canadians do not want to walk.

“The Son of man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” And as
for us, “whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be
first among you must be slave of all.”

No wonder they do not understand what he is saying. No wonder they are afraid to ask him what he
means by all this – they know all too well what he means. It is bad enough that Jesus says that he is
headed to a cross. Yet, now he tells them that they must take up their crosses, as well. 

As Mark Twain once said, “It’s not what I don’t understand in the Bible that bothers me. It’s what I
understand all too well.”

There is among some Christians today something that has been termed the prosperity gospel. I have
talked about this before. Want to be successful, if not rich, at least happy and content? How do you get
there? Jesus. In the prosperity gospel, Jesus is transformed into a technique for getting what we want.
Yet, in this teaching in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is attempting to transform his disciples into what he wants.

Friends, let’s be honest here, sometimes, we come to church expecting that here we will have our faith
confirmed. We will be able to sing some hymns, see people, some of whom we like, pray, and then listen
to a sermon, nod (not nod off), and say to ourselves, “Yes, that’s what I have always thought. That’s how
I’ve always seen it.” And then we can go home and have lunch.

Yet, today’s Gospel reminds us that the gospel of Jesus is considerably more demanding than that.
Jesus’ first disciples don’t get it, and lots of us, don’t get it. But, thank the Lord, the point is not so much
to get it, as to be sure that it gets you, to stick with Jesus, and to let him keep talking to you, keep
teaching you.

So, my brothers and sisters, my fellow disciples, let’s come to church expecting to meet Jesus and
expecting to be surprised, and expecting to be sometimes chastised, and expecting then to grow. Let
us pray:

Lord Jesus, we are walking behind you, following you down a way that we would just as
soon avoid the way of suffering, service, sacrifice, and self-denial. Yet, in your grace, you
have called us to be disciples, to walk that way with you. We come to church to be with you
because you have come to us. Teach us, Lord. Do not leave us, even when we
misunderstand you, keep working with us until you have transformed us into the disciples
you would have us to be. Amen.


