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Yesterday | drove past a church with an old fashioned “Wayside Pulpit.” As a child | used to
collect their phrases. Historically they were quotes from scripture, not always limited to
church doorways. Railway stations often had them displayed as you entered them on the
line. In later years they risked being a little cheesy. “CH CH, what is missing UR.”
Yesterday’s one was “Missing Something, come inside and find it.”

Having spent a few days looking for lost birthday cards, walking sticks and other daily items
that can be mislaid by family members in their eighties. This one caught my eye and caused
me to ask my wife if | should pop in there, despite it being over a hundred miles from where
the items were lost, could all be resolved.

| presume that church was not offering a wonderous Lost Property Service, and that it was
an attempt in a fairly affluent suburb of Edinburgh to catch the aspirational eye of those
who materially have acquired much but feel that life is not complete. The rich young man
who comes to Christ and asks, “What must | do to inherit the Kingdom of Heaven.”

This is not the time or place to explore the efficacy of such wayside pulpits, or indeed the
ethics of their messaging. Today’s gospel caused me to consider whether a stark public
message would be as attractive.

Jesus is very direct to Peter when he attempts to order God to prevent Jesus going down the
route of suffering. “God Forbid” says Peter, “Get behind me Satan” says Christ. This direct
challenge is then extended to all when we are told that to be disciples, we too must
embrace the path of the cross.

This is not an advertisers’ attractive hook. There can be no accusation of false selling, or of
failing to fully inform us of the consequences of following Jesus. Whilst we are told that
Christ offers us life, and life in full abundance. Here the consequences of accepting that
offer are painfully spelt out.

Not that this is the intention of God. It is others who when they hear and see the breaking in
of God’s kingdom and all that that brings who will attempt to prevent it from happening.

This is because following Christ is not simply an extra to ordinary life, it is a total reframing
of our identity. Those who enter that church inviting them to find that which they are
missing, should be then challenging those who enter to re-evaluate all of who they are, to
realise that fullness of life can never been found through material acquisition, but by
accepting the grace of God to be adopted by him as one of his children.

The consequence of that is both wonderful and yet costly and God does not want us to be
under any illusions about this. The way of the cross is not simply for Jesus but for all who
follow Christ.

Itis essential that we do not either seek to deny this, or to water this down. Peter’s perfectly
understandable desire for his close friend, the one whom he has just stated is the anointed



one of God, to avoid being rejected, to be prevented from having to suffer is one thatl and |
would propose all of us at times echo.

As Peter shows in his life, seemingly pious words do not amount to much. Saying “God
Forbid” to the prospect of Jesus’ suffering is of the adversary for a range of reasons. Firstly,
itis an abdication of responsibility. Peter is not himself involving himself in the issues
raised, simply calling on the intervention of the divine. He is not recognising the reasons
why the son of man must suffer. That an embodiment of God’s love is so challenging to
those in leadership and responsibilities, to their systems and to that which gives them
comfort and power that opposition to it is the logical conclusion. And crucially that God in
Jesus does not avoid the consequences of showing the ways of Heaven to Earth. In Christ
there is a total connection made and God engages fully in the reality of life, suffering and
death, in order to usher in the new creation of eternal life.

The painful truth of God’s son being rejected and killed by those to whom he was sent is not
an easy or comfortable message to live with. To accept that those who follow embark on a
similar route is also problematic. Peter shows this in his life. Later in the gospel on the
evening that Jesus is to be arrested, despite his best intentions he denies Christ three
times. Itis later in old age, in fulfilment of Jesus’ prophecy that Peter is able to live out his
commitment, being bound and led by others.

This is quite a contrast to viewing faith in Christ as an add onto life, a final accessory that
will give completeness. Indeed, rather than “missing something, come inside and find it” it
is my “Give up all even to the point of the cross” but by that we are then able to fully receive
that which Christ brings, which is bound up in the full mystery of God and eternity.

Whilst Wayside pulpits have their role and purpose, ultimately what Jesus calls us to be
and to do, goes beyond a simple phrase. To realise that Jesus is the anointed one of God is
both to recognise what must befall him, and to realise that to follow him has consequences
for us all. God and things of God are not commodities or lifestyle options; they are ultimate
realities with painful pinch points.

As disciples we will journey like Peter through a range of response, some divinely inspired,
“You are the Christ”, some sadly of the adversary, “God Forbid”, some naively human,
“Even if | must die with you, | will not deny you.” Thankfully in response to who we are, to
Jesus’ faithfulness to us, we are aware of what will happen, we are assured of God’s
forgiveness and that as with Peter we will be recommissioned as we follow him, to the
cross and beyond.



