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A defining moment  
 

 

When Jesus asked the question: Who do you say that I am? Peter’s confession that 

Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, is a defining moment in Mark’s gospel.  But there is 

more to it than simple recognition.  From here on Jesus’ makes it clear the basic shape 

of his life would be determined by suffering and death, and those who follow him are 

to expect the same.  Peter vehemently objects to his teaching because it goes against 

all they hoped for from Jesus.  A suffering, dying Messiah is not true to his idea of 

reality - and he is worried about the implications this has for him as a follower.  

Central to all of this is the question of whether the disciples really “see” Jesus or 

understand that he would not be “successful”, in the normal sense of the word.  

Suffering and death, symbolised by the cross, was the stumbling block. 
 

The challenge is to see that the cross is a core concept that arises from a deep 

understanding of God, who does not work according to human wisdom and 

expectations.  Life that is anchored in something deeper than the meanings we have 

constructed for ourselves is life that can leave self behind and embrace even suffering 

and death for something greater and more real.  A new direction is shown that reveals 

the way to life.  But the language is strange and hostile, and the hearers resist.  But 

Mark is quite clear: greatness and power according to our standards, is not the way 

taken by the Messiah. 
 

The summons to take up the cross is a call to be converted at the deepest level of life.  

It really means being prepared to allow the centre of life to be replaced by something 

other than the self.  A conversion of this magnitude can be spoken of as death because 

it means forsaking the sort of ambitions we are used to fostering.  It means being 

willing to entrust the course of our life to a completely different set of values that may 

go against the stream.  This trust does not mean using the cross for self-serving or 

destructive purposes.  Nor does it mean accepting a false pattern of submission - a 

fatalistic approach that accepts life’s calamities as “the will of God”.  Taking up the 

cross means willingly and actively choosing to live life from a different perspective, 

and finding the life in the process, rather than being obliterated. 
 

The example of such a life that is easy to call to mind is Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  He is 

one of the giants of our time because he chose to live with Christ as the centre of his 

reality.  The more he focussed on God, the more deeply he resisted the ways in which 

the nation and the church around him sought to distort the gospel and depose God.  In 

a radio talk made two days after Hitler became Chancellor Bonhoeffer warned against 

the country being led into adopting a cult of the Leader who could then mislead the 

people into mocking God.  His critical remarks brought an immediate end to his 

broadcast.  But his prediction proved to be right on target.  A school catechism later 

introduced said: As Jesus set people free from sin and hell, so Hitler rescued the 

German people from destruction ...Jesus built for heaven, Hitler, for the German 



earth.  Church leaders of the day fell into line with the new faith, because of fear, or 

the promise of the security and identity it offered, or because of their forgetfulness of 

the faith.  Bonhoeffer’s approach arose from a deep sense that life came to him 

through the gospel, but around and alongside him many had lost sight of what it 

meant to be God’s people.  
 

Bonhoeffer’s deep sense of knowing the reality of God as different from the way the 

world is organised made a real difference to how he lived.  It is said, he was able to 

live provisionally, questioning what went on around him.  Things that other people 

saw as important no longer were his priorities, while other things became crucial.  

Nothing is more difficult to achieve: or more promising.  It was possible for 

Bonhoeffer because he had found the source, and was already alive with the life we 

now name as eternal.  Having found it, what could he give in exchange for such life?  

We know the truth of this but in every century the church that confesses Christ has 

hesitated to live in this way.  It is more comfortable to put the cross and its call to 

conversion behind us, preferring instead to seek a secure life that is approved of by 

rulers and power brokers and has the popular support of men and women everywhere.  

There is trap here, but not one Bonhoeffer fell into.  He stayed true to his calling and 

paid the price of living from Christ at the centre.  But who would say he did not have 

life? 
 

There are many things Bonhoeffer left that witness to what he did.  Here we shall 

remember just one.  In the lonely wilderness of prison, he wrote the poem Who Am I?  

In it a myriad of questions mock him, as if from the Tempter.  The final couplet of his 

poem reveals the central truth that marks all his preaching, writing and deeds: 

 

Who am I?  They mock me, these lonely questions of mine. 

Whoever I am, thou knowest, O God, I am thine. 
 

The summons to live from this centre is not just for the giants and martyrs of the faith.  

It is for people who have to make decisions about the ordinary, and sometimes 

complex aspects of life.  And it is for church communities that try to come to terms 

with the bewildering number of changes that affect our way of doing things. 
 

Here we are talking about the cross, but we are a long way from Lent and Good 

Friday.   In the early traditions of both East and the West September 14 has been kept 

in honour of the Cross of Christ, the relic of which was found in Jerusalem by Helena, 

mother of the Emperor Constantine.  In the graphic the four Mythic figures that 

symbolize the Four Evangelists have their eyes turned toward the cross, because it is  

central to the subject of their work.  The cross, with its arms spread in four directions 

is a sign of the all-embracing, all loving grace of God, who makes an offer of love 

that is the source of peace and fruitfulness for all.  The cross challenges us to see that 

real life comes, not by placing our trust in what humans achieve or think, but in 

anchoring our confidence beyond ourselves in God.  This is a great challenge to us 

because it undermines the normal approach to reality.  But it is nevertheless good 

news: it is possible to have what is promised here, but it does not come in the normal 

way.  That is what the argument between Jesus and Peter was about.  Seeing it is one 

thing.  Living it is where the real challenge lies. 
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