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 I have fond memories of a stargazing phase during college. It all started 

with an astronomy class that woke me up to the wonders of the night sky. At the 

time my parents lived in Oregon so during school vacation I began recreational 

stargazing in their backyard. I didn't have a telescope but I did find some 

binoculars. In addition to tracking a handful of constellations, I discovered that I 

could even spot orbiting satellites (after the disappointment of realizing I hadn't 

discovered a UFO). I could spend the better part of an hour just laying there on my 

back, staring at the night sky. It was mesmerizing to the point of magical realizing 

that I was watching the same stars people had been studying for millennia. 

 Then, one summer I joined a group of friends on a houseboat at Lake Shasta. 

We slept on the boat, under the stars. And on our first night, far away from the 

artificial light of urban landscapes, I realized just how many stars I'd been missing. 

It wasn’t just magical, it was overwhelming. It was actually challenging to take it 

all in. None of the constellations had changed, of course, but it was so disorienting 

with so many blinding lights crowding my field of vision that I could barely 

recognize anything. Beautiful. Magical. And utterly overwhelming — because I 

thought I already knew how to make sense of the night sky.  

 There's something about Christian life that works the same way. In today's 

Gospel Jesus gives his followers a full vision of his divine mission; a full vision of 

his mission to rescue people from evil and to restore the beauty of God’s creation. 

He gives a full vision that’s isn’t just magical, it’s overwhelming because Jesus 
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introduces some blinding lights into their field of vision. He says that his mission 

of rescue and restoration will mean losing his life, and also losing their lives too.  

He began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be 

rejected … be killed, and after three days rise again (Mark 8:31). 

Then, “He called the crowd 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. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life 

for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it’,” (Mark 8:34-35) 

Jesus’ mission isn’t going to protect anyone from suffering & death. It’s going 

to lead them to suffering & death.  

 It’s blinding for them. The disciples had a hard time taking it all in because 

they thought they already knew how to make sense of God's mission. This is the 

God is who built their ancestors into a proud nation beginning with just a couple of 

geriatric nomads: Abraham & Sarah. This is the God who rescued them from 

slavery in Egypt and brought them to a land of promise. This is the God who 

established a royal dynasty through David that would last forever. This is the God 

who rescued them centuries after David from Babylon; the God who would one 

day raise up a new David, a new Moses, a new Elijah to rescue them again. They 

already knew how to make sense of God’s rescue mission. And it was impossible 

to include any vision of suffering & death. 

 They had a hard time taking it in. We have a hard time taking it in. For 2,000 
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years anyone hearing these words has had a hard time taking all of Jesus in. How 

are we supposed to see God’s rescue & restoration of our lives when we're 

overwhelmed by suffering & death? The suffering of our world is distracting to the 

point of overwhelming. Sometimes it’s blinding. Shouldn’t God’s rescue mission 

be about avoiding suffering or removing it altogether? 

 The Gospel writers understood the challenge of taking it all in. The earliest 

traditions we have for Mark’s Gospel is that it was written during a time of great 

suffering & persecution for ancient Christians in Rome. One possibility is that 

Mark’s Gospel was written during Nero's persecution when Cristians were (falsely) 

accused of starting a devastating fire. They were rounded up by authorities and 

killed en masse by wild beasts or burned as human torches as a kind of punishment 

for their beliefs & practices. Mark's people were struggling to take it all in as 

followers of Jesus — because they thought they already knew how to make sense 

Jesus’ victory over suffering & death.  

 Here’s what Mark does. He uses the Gospel story as a way to train our 

vision. He inserts this overwhelming and terrifying vision of God’s rescue & 

restoration as one stage of a journey. In today’s passage Jesus and the disciples are 

beginning a journey from Galilee (North) to Jerusalem (South). And at the 

beginning of this journey here’s what happens. People bring a blind man to Jesus 

and beg him to heal the man’s vision. He does. But Jesus has to train the blind man 

how to see. First, he spits in the blind man’s eyes and asks, “Can you see?” And the 
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blind man —maybe wiping spit from his eyes— says, “Yeah, but people look kinda 

blurry; like trees.” So Jesus touches him again —no spit this time— and Mark 

says: “he opened his eyes, his sight was restored, and he saw everything 

clearly,” (Mark 8.25). He saw everything clearly. In other words, he was able to 

take it all in. But only after Jesus trained his vision. That’s how these stories work. 

 Today’s Gospel can feel like some unwanted spit in our eyes, especially if 

we’re already suffering. It’s hard to take in, maybe even overwhelming. Where do 

our suffering & death fit in a message of God’s rescue & restoration of the world? 

What purpose do they serve, other than something to conquer or avoid? Mark 

invites us to train our vision by journeying with Jesus. He knows it’s going to take 

more than one touch for Jesus to heal vision. It won’t happen all at once.  

 It’s a process, on a journey, and the key is found in two little words from our 

Gospel reading: follow me. Today when Jesus rebukes Peter he says, Get behind 

me!, and he’s using a phrase we first heard at the very beginning of the Gospel. At 

the very beginning when Jesus is walking by the Sea of Galilee he sees Peter and 

says, Follow me. That phrase Follow me (1.17) at the very beginning, and Behind 

me (8.33) here today is the exact same phrase. And it’s the exact same message. 

Jesus is calling Peter (and us) back to the original place of following him so we can 

learn to see his mission of rescue & restoration for what it is.  

 Following Jesus is never simply about avoiding suffering or conquering 

suffering. For Christians there’s always something more going on. Following Jesus 
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is about learning to see; learning to see our suffering & pain (even our death) in the 

context of our journey to new life. Today we find out that we’ll only see it if we’re 

following Jesus through his own suffering & death followed by the gift of 

resurrection on the other side.  

 Christian faith doesn’t explain suffering. It invites us to follow Jesus through 

suffering and to receive new life as a gift on the other side. When we’re following 

Jesus we learn to see suffering in the context God’s mission to restore the world. 

And it’s always been challenging to take it all in. Sometimes it can even feel as 

insulting as some spit in our eyes. That’s part of the journey too. We don’t have to 

deny our anger or grief. The only mistake is pretending we can avoid suffering. 

You see, taking up our cross and following Jesus is less about denying ourselves 

and more about affirming God. Taking up our cross is about affirming that even 

though we’ll never conquer the suffering of our world, God’s love really does 

bring new life in the end. Taking up our cross is about standing with Abraham, 

“in the presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and 

who calls into existence the things that do not exist,” (Rom. 4.17). 

 So today on our Lenten journey to Easter, bring your suffering. Whatever 

you face. For some people: the suffering of barrenness. For others: profound 

illness, accident, injury or broken relationships. Whatever suffering you face, take 

it all as we’re following Jesus.  

Following Jesus isn’t going to fix everything right away. It won’t happen 
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overnight. Just like Abraham & Sarah who wandered 25 years waiting for God, 

there may be decades where following Jesus seems maddening or his words just 

feel like unwanted spit in our eyes. Maybe we’ll scream or laugh or stomp our feet 

and ask, why?! Why are we suffering? Is it because God is sadistic or power 

hungry? No it’s not. But every step of the way God is inviting us —especially in 

our suffering— to reflect the love of Jesus who heals the world. And what 

Christians have discovered for thousands of years is that our suffering doesn’t just 

disorient our lives. When we’re following Jesus it can also refocus our love.  

Today during communion the choir is going to sing a hymn that beautifully 

opens our eyes to a vision of life when when we’re following Jesus; when Jesus 

has become our soul’s glory, joy, and crown. This song for us is like the second 

touch of a healing miracle that allows us to see everything clearly. As the choir 

sings today let me invite you to follow along. The song is, Fairest Lord Jesus, #383 

in the Hymnal, and I think it gets this entire vision just right. It celebrates the God 

who makes the woeful heart to sing. But here’s the key. It’s not about learning to 

see past the suffering in our lives. It’s about learning to see Jesus shining brighter 

than anything else in the center of our lives. Listen to the lyrics of v.3: 

Fair is the sunshine, fairer still the moonlight, 
And all the twinkling starry host; 
Jesus shines brighter, Jesus shines purer 
Than all the angels heaven can boast. 

 Amen.


