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As I reflect back over the past week, I am aware that it has been filled with many things.  Things 
for which we can celebrate and have joy and also things which brought sorrow to many.  It was 
a week of both healing and pain. 
 The week began with Labor Day.  That day set aside to honor and recognize 
the American labor movement and the work and contributions of laborers to the development 
and achievements of the United States.  This year it was a day that was marked by “sick-outs”, 
and threats of strikes.  It was a day in which we received both good news and distressing news 
about employment and the economic recovery.  The number people applying for 
unemployment went down meaning people found jobs.  That was not true if you were a person 
of color.  The unemployment figures for our Black neighbors went up nearly 1%.  That sounds 
like a small number unless you are one of those who are seeking work.   
 For some it seemed ironic that Labor Day was the day that expanded unemployment 
benefits expired.  The end of the very programs which were designed to help those working 
women and men who wanted to work but were unable to do so for whatever reason.  
 This week was also for many the beginning of the school year for our children.  Teachers 
had prepared and the yellow buses were again seen in our streets.  A time of celebration and 
joy and also a time when there were violent protests over the wearing of masks to protect 
those who as yet cannot be vaccinated against the virus.  A time of sorrow and pain for those 
who are infected with the virus and for those who are afraid of the virus or of what they see as 
a loss of freedom. 
 And then there was Afghanistan and the end to the war there, at least on the part of the 
United States.  A time of joy and celebration for those service women and men who served 
there and came home and for those Afghani who were evacuated.  A time of pain as veterans 
remember other wars and as we acknowledge those who died and those who were grievously 
injured.  Yesterday was the 20th anniversary of the attack of September 11, 2001.  All in all, a 
week like so many weeks filled with healing and pain, with joy and sorrow.   
As we reflect on the week past and the week to come, we are brought to the Gospel for today.  
As Mark tells the story, Jesus has been on the move.  He was among the Gentiles, where he 
healed a child possessed by a demon.  Moving back to the shore of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus 
healed Jewish man who could neither speak nor hear.  Jesus healed wherever he found pain 
and disease.   It was not a particularly exceptional week in Jesus’ life and ministry.  As always, 
he taught, healed and spent time in fellowship with his disciples.   
 Jesus and the disciples were poor folks, and so walking their mode of transportation. As 
they walked Jesus talked to his disciples about many things.  We can imagine ourselves walking 
along with them, and listening in on the conversation.  On this occasion Jesus was asking 
questions of those walking with him.  “Who do people say that I am?  And again, “…who do you 
say that I am?”  Peter responds immediately; “You are the Messiah.”  Messiah, the one sent by 
God to save, but what does that really mean?  How does a poor, powerless rabbi save? 
 Jesus isn’t looking for a title.  He is asking the disciples a deeper question.  He is asking 
the disciples who do you personally say I am and more importantly, how will it change your 
life?  How will it change the life of the world?  Sometimes, the stories about Jesus make us 
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uncomfortable.  Questions asked so long ago of the early disciples and of the crowds, those 
questions are asked of us today as well.  Who do you say that Jesus is?   How does that change 
your life and the life of the world? 
 Jesus began to teach them what it would mean, this ministry of Messiah.  It would mean great 
suffering, rejection, and death.  No wonder Peter didn’t want to hear it.  Peter was rebuked, 
and it had a sting to it.  “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine 
things but on human things.”  Divine things, those things to which we are all called by God.  This 
teaching of Jesus, the tension between human and divine things is individual, personal and as 
relevant today as it was along the shore of the Sea of Galilee. 
Deep within Peter’s spirit I suspect he knew that if the Messiah was to suffer, be rejected, and 
die, following meant that he too might suffer the same fate.   It is human to want to avoid 
suffering, rejection and pain.  We understand that well.   So, what is a person to do?  What are 
we to do? 
The answer comes in the next sentence:  Jesus gathered the crowd together with his disciples, 
and said to them, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up 
their cross and follow me.”   Notice that this charge was not simply to the inner circle of 12.  
This charge to take up their cross and follow, was made to the whole of the crowd gathered 
around Jesus.  In a more modern cliché, this was where the rubber hit the road. 
Over the centuries Christians have seen the cross to be picked up as a burden.  It has been 
described as ill health, the loss of a loved one, poverty, and any number of other human 
worries, very real hurts very real suffering.  The cross on which Jesus died was an instrument of 
horrible and gruesome execution.  It is not surprising that over time it became associated with 
those things which were painful and in need of healing in human life.  It is easy to see the 
connection.   Easy to set our minds on the human things that are painful in our lives.  Because 
this is a natural connection to make, we may miss the divine things that Jesus is speaking of. 
 When we think of the cross on which Jesus died, it is easy to remain in Good Friday, the 
day of pain, humiliation and death.  But God as God so often does, took that which was 
unspeakable and redeemed it.  The cross of pain and death, on Easter became the glorified 
cross.  Life came out of darkness, and the light was never to be extinguished.  In God’s hands 
the cross was transformed from an instrument of death in to an instrument of life.   
 So, the cross which Jesus challenges us to take up is not the cross of pain, suffering and 
death but the cross of life, our life.  The cross we take up is not a burden to be borne but rather 
our redeemed and blessed life, given by God as a gift.  Given by God that we might follow Jesus 
not only in faith but in the lifegiving ministry of healing the world.  How does this work, in real, 
every day, practical terms? 
Recently Stephen Swartzmann told me the story of Deacon Stan Wagaman, who Stephen knew 
in Green Valley, Arizona.  Stan was the fire chief for Mount Lemon, Arizona.  As Stephen tells 
the story Wagaman would drive his fire truck to church on Sunday morning.  He would hop out, 
change into vestments and be present to read the Gospel.  When the service ended, Deacon 
Wagaman would climb back into the fire truck, going back to being fire chief, back to his 
“secular” life.   
 But of course, for a follower of Jesus there is no distinction between the sacred life and 
secular life.  God doesn’t call us to ministry in functions, positions or title.  God doesn’t call us to 
ministry out of our ordinary life. God calls us to ministry in the midst of all that makes up our 



lives, our whole lives.  “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take 
up their cross and follow me.”  For Stan Wagaman, the fire truck was his cross, representative 
not only of the task of fighting fires but of saving lives, healing hurts and doing so with energy 
and joy.  Stephen also tells of a time when Deacon Wagaman visited him when he was ill and in 
the hospital.  Probably not in a fire truck, but…who knows.  Wagaman knew of someone who 
was in pain, and he did what he did best, healing hurts because of who he was and the kind of 
cross that was his life.  He did it not out of the “compartment” labeled sacred or deacon but out 
of the context of his life, the cross to which he had been called.  We are each called to do the 
same, to take up the redeemed cross of our lives right where we are now, and follow where 
God leads. 
The Church has four orders of ministry, Bishops, Laity, Priests and Deacons.  The catechism lists 
these in just that order.  The Bishop is first not because of power but because the office of 
Bishop is the sign of unity of the church.  Next are the laity, those who are followers of Christ 
and who are most especially charged with ministry in the world.  Priests are the ones who in 
the institution preserve and maintain the sacraments, teaching and support that strengthen the 
laity to minister in the world.  Deacons are the terriers of the church; they bring the concerns of 
the world to the attention of the church and keep on nipping at our heels until we do 
something about the needs they see.  We have those four delineated because the Church as an 
institution needs order to function.  It is easy to forget that we are all by our baptism called to 
ministry wherever that call takes us.  Each and every day.  Called not because of function, 
position or title but because we are the hands and feet of Jesus.  Our individual gifts in ministry, 
our personal lives given us by God are our cross, a cross of healing, joy and commitment.  The 
Church at it’s very best exists not solely for the benefit of its members but first for the benefit 
of the world. 
 Soon you will each be given an opportunity by the Profile Committee to be interviewed.  
The topic will be the future of St. Augustine’s, and what God is calling the community to be.  It 
is well to consider who we say Jesus is for us.  It is well to define what that means to each of us 
and to the community gathered.  We are being called to take up our lives individually and as a 
community and follow where Jesus is leading.   
  
 
 

  
 


