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13th September 2009

A Risk Taker, Me?
Reading:  Mark 8: 27-38
Jesus and his disciples went on to the villages around Caesarea Philippi. On the way he asked them, "Who do people say I am?" 8They replied, "Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets." "But what about you?" he asked. "Who do you say I am?" Peter answered, "You are the Christ."   Jesus warned them not to tell anyone about him. 
He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again. He spoke plainly about this, and Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. But when Jesus turned and looked at his disciples, he rebuked Peter. "Get behind me, Satan!" he said. "You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men." Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father's glory with the holy angels."

Let me start by asking a question: imagine you are an insurance company. I have a client who lives in Galveston, Texas. His house was smashed to matchsticks by Hurricane Ike last year. He is building a new one which will cost $1,000,000. Would you insure his new house? And, if you answer yes, then how much would you charge him to insure it?

For 40 years I’ve made a living asking similar questions to this – asking insurance experts to assess whether they are prepared to take the risk of insuring houses or property of any kind and to put a price on that risk. Hurricane Ike could happen again tomorrow and blow away my client’s new house. If you say “yes” to my question you could lose a million dollars or, if the wind doesn’t blow, you will pocket the insurance cost. But, either way, there’s a risk attached to your decision. Please note that all my working life I’ve been happy to be the one asking questions, not the one assessing the risks! I’m delighted with that because I’m not a great decision maker or risk taker. 
This morning we’re looking at a passage where Jesus challenges the disciples to assess the risk of following him. We see here the very pinnacle of Jesus’ teachings to his disciples when the time has come to ask questions, throw down challenges, which will affect them, not just for this life, but for eternity.  And these questions, these challenges, aren’t just for the disciples in their time but for each one of us to answer now.
Knowing he’s going to ask these questions, Jesus takes his disciples to a very special place, a place shrouded in mystery which also has a colourful spiritual history. This place is way up in the north of Israel. It’s high up, just short of the snowline. So, above them the disciples could see white capped mountains. It’s a rocky place and out of one of the sheer rock faces spouts a torrent of water, as if from nowhere. This is the very source of the River Jordan. All around the disciples were strange idols and icons. Originally this town had been a centre of Baal worship so it was originally called Balinas. Then it was taken over by the worshippers of Pan and it changed its name to Paneas. Then a huge gleaming white palace was built there for the worship of the Roman Caesar. And it changed its name again to Caesarea Philippi. So, like none other, this town had experienced a long and confused history of pagan worship. It’s against this background of mixed up beliefs, superstitions, customs and rituals that Jesus wants to clarify something which he knows the disciples have been mulling over since they first set eyes on him. 
So he throws them his first challenging question: “Who do you say that I am?” In an inspired moment Peter blurts out the correct answer. “You are the Christ”. So here, surrounded by all these weird man-made altars and idols, Peter acknowledges that Jesus is the one promised by the prophets for thousands of years, the Christ, the Son of God. 
But the disciples are about to experience what might be called the England Cricket Team syndrome. England has just won the Ashes for the second time in 4 years. There was euphoria in 2005 when we won first, but 18 months later we were humiliated; beaten 5-0 in Australia and we were plunged into despair and shame. The disciples must have been thrilled to finally discover that this extraordinary man, their master, was indeed the long-awaited Christ. But what they heard next must have really depressed them. Because Jesus told them that he was soon going to be tortured and put to death. Peter tried to tell him that this couldn’t be true but he got shot down in flames. And, of course, when the crucifixion came all the disciples ran for the hills, too ashamed to be associated with this man. They discovered that following Jesus was a very risky business.
Being a supporter of the England cricket team is a rollercoaster ride. Will they retain the Ashes in Australia? Who knows? But the trials of following England cricket are nothing compared to those few months the disciples experienced with Jesus!

It was fine for Peter to say what he did with like-minded friends around him but with your master mocked, tortured, dying as a common criminal, quite another. Here in Bures/Assington we are worshipping him in church in a beautiful part of the world in a free country. It’s easy to acknowledge him here and now but what about Monday morning when we hear his name used simply as a swear word? Are we still prepared to acknowledge him then? Are we prepared to take that risk among people who sneer at his message?

Here’s the second challenge: Jesus says “Whoever wants to save his life will lose it. And whoever loses his life for me and the gospel will save it.” One of my heroes of the moment is General Sir Richard Dannatt who has just retired as the head of the army. Everyone in the army knows he’s a Christian. If he’d played his political cards as he was expected to, he would have become head of all the armed services. But he didn’t. He saw glaring errors in the way the army was being equipped and funded in Iraq and Afghanistan. Unlike others in his position he wouldn’t keep quiet. He spoke up. Why? For the sake of his men. His concern for them was driven by his love for Christ. He wouldn’t let them suffer when he, as their leader, could do something about it. His superiors in government hated his frankness, his demands. They demanded to see his expenses, feeling sure they could shame him by his overspending of tax-payers’ money. All that they found was that he’d been extremely frugal and scrupulously honest. He’d been shopping at Tesco while in fact his bosses were ordering hampers at Fortnum and Mason. Richard Dannatt hasn’t lost his life by standing for Christ – it’s still difficult to do that here in the West. But he’s lost the opportunity to take the top job and, with it he put his reputation on the line.  It was a risky business.
Here’s the third challenge:- Are you ashamed of Jesus? I think, if we were honest, we would all have to admit that the answer is “yes” to that question. Jesus isn’t exactly the first topic of conversation at polite cocktail parties in East Anglia, is he? But he says a very sobering thing here: “If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this sinful and adulterous generation then I will be ashamed of him at the end of the world”. Notice that he says “me and my words”. I once asked my chairman what he thought of Jesus. Now he is 6’4’’ tall, 16 stone, an ex-rugby player with cauliflower ears and a broken nose. Not a man to be trifled with! He answered my question by saying that Jesus was a great teacher who set a fine example. What I wasn’t brave enough to ask him was “What do you think of Jesus’ words, like ‘I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except by me’”. If I’d asked him that I think he’d have said “Such arrogance. What a load of .......” (I’ll leave you to fill in the missing word!) But the problem with that is you can’t divorce a person from their words. You can’t say “I like that man but I don’t like what he says.”  A man and his words are completely intertwined. For instance I can’t say, ”I love my wife, Sue, but I don’t listen to a word she says” I can’t love Sue without listening to her words. She and her words are one. Jesus and his words are one.
It’s also interesting that Jesus talks about “this sinful and adulterous generation”. What’s he mean by that? Does he mean that the whole Jewish nation was engaged in what we might politely call “extra-curricular activities?” No. He meant that the Jews had walked away from their first love, from their “marriage” relationship; their obedience to God’s laws. While they’d followed him they had prospered. But now they were drifting away. Now they were following other gods. This is what Jesus meant by being “sinful and adulterous”.

On my way to the station every morning I listen to Sarah Kennedy on Radio 2. At about 6.20, usually between tracks by Ella Fitzgerald and Frank Sinatra, she announces which Saint’s Day it is. Her recurring theme is that she’s horrified by what terrible deaths these Christian people suffered. But is it really surprising? Those great people weren’t ashamed to stand for Christ in the “sinful and adulterous” generations in which they lived. Not surprising that they suffered. 

We live in a country which prides itself on its liberality; its tolerance of all views and religions. But increasingly we are finding instances like a nurse threatened with the sack for offering to pray with a patient, a young girl threatened with expulsion from school for talking about Jesus to her friends, the word “Christ” being removed from Christmas.

This country’s whole legal system and way of life was founded on biblical teaching and principles. But we are living in a sinful and adulterous generation. We are slipping away from our Christian heritage. In our time, in our country not being ashamed of Jesus and his words is a risky business.

So Jesus gives us 3 challenges. They are all quite similar but they all demand answers. First, he asks us to make up our minds who he is; to make a decision on all the evidence to hand – and there’s plenty of it. Secondly, he asks if we are prepared to lose our lives for him; to stand for him and accept whatever the World may throw at us. Thirdly he asks if we are ashamed of him. It certainly would appear to be an easier life if we were simply content to be a secret disciple and never own up to the master we serve. It’s a tempting option. Standing for Christ can be a risky business.
Just this week a non-Christian client of mine emailed me and pulled my leg about being a Christian. That’s fine with me. It hopefully means that at the same time he is thinking about his own faith. To give you a more dramatic example, I was invited to go to the Epsom Derby as part of a preaching team. In a rash moment I said yes. In the car going there I thought, “What have I done?” But it was too late to go back. Now, in the middle of the circular race course on Derby Day there is a huge fair. The bookies’ stalls are there and all sorts of other gambling is going on. And there’s eating and drinking in abundance. We set up our stall to sing and preach in a very tightly packed area. Drunks were passing by and fights were breaking out. A number of our group had got up to preach with some affect. Then the leader announced, “Now, Murray, it’s your turn”.  I got up and lasted about 45 seconds! It certainly wasn’t easy being shouted at as I was trying to talk about a loving God. The immediate feeling I had when I got down was of embarrassment followed by a sense of failure. But later I thought how much more Jesus had to put up with as he faced his persecutors. And in the evening I felt a great thrill at having at least tried to go out on a limb for him. Mind you, I have to admit I’m not really looking for the opportunity to do something similar any time soon!
Jesus talks here about having the courage to acknowledge who he is, being prepared to lose one’s life for him and not being ashamed of him. On the face of it these all seem scary. They seem risky things to do. Why should we do them? Because the rewards are so great. Not just in Heaven but here on Earth – the joy of being filled with his Spirit, worshipping with like-minded believers, following his instructions for life. Or, as he puts it here, finding life and the knowledge that he is proud of what we are doing. 
As the Holiday Club song puts it, “It’s an adventure following Jesus”. To every adventure there’s a risk. After assessing it would you insure that house in Galveston? It’s a risk. If you mention risk to me my first reaction is “A risk taker, me? No, never!” But when we assess the words that Jesus spells out to us the rewards win hands down. Are the rewards worth the risk? The answer must be “yes” every time. 
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