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In our Gospel passage that we just read, we came across Jesus and his disciples going around from village to village in the region of Galilee, proclaiming God’s message of salvation, performing miracles of healing, casting out demons, and reaching out to the poor and the needy.  Everywhere he went, a crowd would pursue.  It became inevitable that no matter how hard he tried, he would always be in the spotlight.  But Jesus was the type of person who would like to remain low-key, low profile and at times he would just go off to the mountain, just to get away from the crowd and to pray.  
Despite all the spotlight and attention that he had been getting, Jesus didn’t want his ministry and his legacy to be defined by what he did but instead by who he was.   He didn’t want people to believe in him because of all the miracles and the healings that He performed but he wanted them to believe in the message of salvation. 
While in the midst of all of this, Jesus pulled His disciples aside and asked them a point-blank question.  Nevermind what everyone thinks or says, “who do YOU say that I am?”  His question kind of took the disciples by surprise.  At first, they didn’t know what to respond to him.  What was the Rabbi looking for from them?  What if they gave a response that’s not what Jesus was looking for?  
Obviously Jesus wasn’t searching about his own identity or looking for additional credentials.  He clearly knew who he was, where he was from and to whom he belonged, and what his earthly mission was all about.  

Many of those disciples had been following Jesus for the past 3 years.  They responded wholeheartedly when Jesus called out to them “Come, follow me and I’ll make you fishers of men.”
  Many dropped everything, including their families and followed Him without any doubts or hesitations.


The disciples responded back to Jesus saying, “Well, some say that you’re John the Baptist, Elijah, and other prophets.”  Those were safe and good “Sunday School” answers, but not quite what Jesus was looking for from his disciples.  He was looking for something deepter than those trivial responses.  Jesus asked them again, “But who do you say that I am?”  Peter the impulsive one responded by saying “You are the Messiah.”  


Certainly Jesus wasn’t trying to draw spotlight and attention to himself or to brag about his achievements, status, and credentials.  He simply wanted to see where the disciples were spiritually on a more personal level.  It wasn’t a quiz or anything to the disciples.  

Our Christian faith is about knowing Christ personally and not just knowing about Christ – about his identity, his work and his teachings.  

Furthermore Jesus didn’t want us to simply accept what other people have been telling us or dictate to us what we should believe.  He wanted us to investigate, experience Him more personally, through the conviction and transformation of our lives.


The main objective of Jesus’ ministry was not about how big of a crowd He would draw or how many sick people he would heal.  Numbers did not mean much to him.  But instead he was more concerned about the transformation of one’s hearts – how God has motivated and transformed us inside out and into the person whom God has purposed us to be.  The act of transformation is affirmed through the repentance of our hearts and the turning of our focus back to God. 

In his response, Jesus warned Peter (and to us today) of the danger of setting our minds on human things rather than on the divine things.
  Often times, we’ve fallen into the danger of measuring our “success” and “accomplishments” by our human and earthly standards, while we’ve neglected to take care of our spiritual heath and our relationship with God.  

Jesus said, “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.   For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?”
  

Every time we come across this passage in Mark, we have a tendency to focus on “taking up the cross and following Jesus” part, but I think the key to this passage comes in verse 34.  “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves .....and take up their cross and follow me.”  

To deny ourselves is to relinquish our personal conviction, privileges, and super-ego and that we are to let God take full control of our lives, including our actions and our thoughts.  God wants our complete devotion of our hearts and not just the lip-service of saying one thing and doing another.  To deny ourselves means to think of others’ needs before our own.  In the New Living Translation the phrase “denying ourselves” was translated as “putting aside our selfish ambition.”    What “selfish ambition” are we occupied with in our lives today?  

In the past couple of weeks, we’ve also been looking into the letter of James that reminds us of the relationship between our faith and our action.  It is not enough to say that we believe in Christ but we also need to live out our faith as well.  Believing in Jesus is an action, not just a claim or a personal privilege.  Faith and action must go hand-in-hand.  

It matters how we carry out God’s grace and hospitality to one another and to our neighbors.  It matters when we have rising tensions and disputes among our fellow brothers and sisters in Christ.  How do we honor God with grace and humility by reconciling our differences and maintaining the “peace, unity and purity” of the church?  

In the James passage that we read earlier, James pointed out to us this time that we need to be vigilant of our tongues.  Our tongues may serve as an instrument of praise and honor to God, but it may also be a weapon to insult and curse God and others.  Verse 5 describes our tongues can act like a fire that set the forest ablaze, if we are not careful, our tongues could go wild, uncontrolled and untamed.  Verse 9 tells us that “with [our tongue] we bless the Lord and with it we curse those who are [also] made in the likeness of God.  From the same mouth come blessing and cursing.”
 


Following Christ is NOT going to be a smooth journey.  It takes a great deal of personal discipline.  The disciples knew what they were signing up for when they said “Yes” to Christ and followed Him.  

Come to think of it, throughout our faith journey, we will undoubtedly stumble and fall.  We will, from time to time, make poor choices and decisions that we regret later on.  We would be tempted to say hurtful things to God and to our brothers and sisters.  Our patience and forbearance levels get put to the ultimate test whenever our opinions are different from those of others.
In spite of our differences, by God’s grace God continues to demonstrate to us that God is still in control and will see for His will to be accomplished here on earth.  We honor our parts by developing a rightful relationship with God through our prayer and spiritual feeding through the Word.  We nurture and support our fellow brothers and sisters in Christ by extending grace and hospitality upon those around us.  Live our lives accordingly and use our tongues wisely with gentleness, compassion and love towards others.  These are the individual crosses that we must bear and live with, when we declare our faith by saying YES to Christ and saying NO to what the world has to offer!
This week, our nation paused to commemorate the 14th anniversary of 9/11.  To some it was not an easy day for us to remember what took place on that day.  But on this day, we honored and paid our tribute to those who were taken away from us and those who gave their personal ultimate sacrifice in order that others may live.  
A couple of months ago, I had the opportunity to visit the 9/11 Museum at Ground Zero where many of the artifacts, videos, audios, and images of the horrific event were put on exhibit.  I felt it was tastefully done out of the reverence of those who had lost their lives.  It created a space in a chaotic world for us to meditate, reflect and remember.  Of all the exhibits that were on display at the museum, the one that stood out the most and undoubtedly engrained on everyone else’s mind was the cross that was formed by two standing steel beams amidst the rubbles.  That steel beam cross stood firm and served as a powerful symbol of hope and courage for many of the rescuers in the days and months after the towers have fallen.  Some may say that it was a simple coincidence, but others (myself included) believe it was some heavenly sign from above that out of the most hopeless and desperate situation, out of the pile of ashes, burning flames and smoke, and mountain of rubbles, God stood firm amongst us and offered us this symbol of strength and courage in order for us to overcome any adversities and challenges in life. 
In the same way, in our gospel passage today, Christ prompted us to pick up our individual crosses and continue to run the race that Christ has started.  Through the power of the cross, we are able to transpire and radiate God’s hope and love into this world that are in desperate need of a Messiah.  
Friends, Christ’s legacy lives among us and transcends upon us through our action, our words, and in our lives.  All of us have been commissioned to be Christ’s “Witnesses” and “Ambassadors.”  We all have our own cross to bear and we all have our own journey to race.   
In closing, I would like to share with you Psalm 46, which many find peace and solace in the midst of trails and challenges.

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.  

2 Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea;  

3 though its waters roar and foam, 

though the mountains tremble with its tumult.  

4 There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 

the holy habitation of the Most High.  

5 God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; 

God will help it when the morning dawns.  

6 The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; 

he utters his voice, the earth melts.  

7 The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.  

8 Come, behold the works of the LORD; 
see what desolations he has brought on the earth.  

9 He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire.  

10 "Be still, and know that I am God! 
I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the earth."  

11 The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.
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