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Meeting God Again For the First Time: Submission

Mark 8:31-38

Sunday, March 8, 2009
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
When we as a church are used to hearing about the love of Jesus, the grace of Jesus, the compassion of Jesus, the sacrifice that Jesus made on our behalf, we get to a passage like we heard today from Mark and it catches us by surprise.

Jesus had just asked the disciples who people think he is and who the disciples think he is. And Peter, who usually stumbles into things, out of the faithful intuitiveness of his heart blurts out, “You are the Messiah.” You are the Christ. The long awaited anointed one, who will save Israel. You can almost sense the collective breath-holding of the disciples. Maybe there had been side conversations, some speculation. Perhaps it was an unspoken hope, for fear that it was not true. But here it was for the first time. It was asked, and it was said. Maybe Peter asked it more than stated it, “You are the Christ?” with hopeful expectation. And it was confirmed.

If you go back and read it, there is a pregnant pause that is all too clear. It’s as if the disciples are afraid to exhale for fear that their breath might blow away the words they just heard and then it won’t be true. You can imagine their faces, how they might contort as this information begins to process through their minds. Looks of shock, and hope, and fear, and joy as the reality sinks in, trying to conjure up everything they learned in Sabbath school about what this means.

And then we pick up the story in our lesson this morning. Jesus is reading their faces and what must be upon their minds and hearts says, “But it isn’t going to be like what you think.” Verse 31 says, “And he began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.”

Peter. Now while we all like to make fun of bumbling Peter, Peter was not dumb. “That’s not what we learned in Sabbath school,” I can hear Peter saying. “No, the Messiah, the anointed one of God is to come and reestablish the Godly reign of Israel once again and to destroy Israel’s enemies. No, Jesus, we will not let you be rejected and killed. We will fight for our Messiah.”

That is when Jesus turns to Peter, looks him in the eye and says, “Get behind me, Satan! You are not on God’s side.”

Ouch! That’s harsh. Can we go back to the loving, gracious, compassionate Jesus? Now the disciples may have been too caught up to notice. I am fairly certain that if Sidney Freedman had been there (Sidney, of course, being the “shrink” on the TV show M.A.S.H.), he may have pulled Jesus aside and asked, “Jesus, what’s going on? This isn’t like you.”

You see, I am convinced, especially the way it is outlined and transpires in the Gospel of Mark, that Jesus also had a learning curve on what it meant to be the Son of Man. Even though we know who Jesus is at the beginning of story, in the Gospels, especially in Mark, there seems to be an increasing awareness, even for Jesus, on who he is and what that means. So he has that revelation at his baptism when the sky opened, the Spirit descended, and we hear “You are my beloved son with whom I am pleased.” Something similar happens at what we call the transfiguration when Moses and Elijah show up with Jesus, and again God claims him and expresses his pleasure. 

I think we are witnessing something very similar here in the eighth chapter of Mark, a turning point, by the way, for the Gospel. Up to this point it has all been about the ministry of Jesus. From this point, from the confession of Peter that Jesus is the Christ, the gospel changes its focus from the ministry of Jesus to Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem and the fate that awaits him there. Not only was it confirmed to the disciples here in this chapter that Jesus is the Christ, but there is a piece of me that believes it wasn’t too long before this that Jesus became aware of what that meant for him. Perhaps it wasn’t fully resolved for Jesus when he told the disciples the truth. And so when Peter rebuked him for saying that the Messiah had to suffer, maybe it was still raw enough in Jesus that he snapped back, “Get behind me, Satan! You are no friend of God’s.” Maybe he wasn’t ready for the temptation to think about a plan other than what he knew God had planned.

So, when Sidney pulled him aside and asked, “Jesus, what’s going on? This isn’t like you,” I can imagine Jesus saying, “Sidney, a long time ago I told my God and my Father, that I would submit myself to his will and his way. It’s just hard to realize that sometimes that takes you down some pretty difficult paths.”
Submission! That is a pretty difficult thing for us human beings. That is why I wasn’t looking forward to preaching on this. In fact I thought maybe what I should really do is just quote Scripture. I can’t get into trouble if I just quote scripture, can I?

So let us hear from Ephesians 5:22-23: “Wives, submit to your husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the Church.” Which is reiterated in Colossians 3:18, “Wives be subject (or submit) to your husbands.”
There. Case closed. We are all happy now, Right? We all know who is supposed to submit to whom. I never said that this was going to be a popular message.

Submission: the little dictionary that is associated with my dashboard on my Mac computer says that submission “is the act or fact of accepting or yielding to a superior force or to the will or authority of another person.” It comes from the Latin submissio = to lower oneself. And isn’t that the problem we have with our understanding of submission? It is an act of lowering ourselves. Come on, that’s not the American way. We don’t do well when people “lord” over us. The whole reason the Pilgrims risked their lives to come to the New World was to free themselves from having to submit their faith to the scrutiny of others. It is in our genes. We don’t play second fiddle to anyone. 

There is a certain amount of pride in our culture, perhaps it even borders upon arrogance. We have rights. No one can tell me what to do. And we lift up those individual rights to such a high degree, that when we get to the Christian teaching of submission, I think we thoroughly mess it up, because it seems in direct conflict with the human pride that we all struggle with. As Ben Franklin once said, “Humility is such a hard virtue to attain that if I should attain it, I would be proud of myself.”
We hold up our rights as individuals, we point to the ability to be the ruler of our own castle as the ultimate in human-hood. We are most human when we rule ourselves. Then comes along the Judeo-Christian heritage, and you can also throw in the third of the monotheistic siblings, Islam, which says, “No, you are most human when you can submit yourselves to the dynamic, life-giving will of God.” And so submission becomes a significant factor in our theology, even though it seems to run counter with our culture.

So how do we swim through this murky confluence of faith and culture? Well, today, let’s let The Shack help us, since that is the basis for our sermons this Lent. In this novel, William Paul Young confronts this notion of submission. Mack Philips, who is the main human character in this novel, confronts a tragedy that no person would ever want to have to go through – the abduction and murder of his young daughter, Missy. A few years later, even though Mack is functioning through life, his life continues to be dictated by what he calls “The Great Sadness” – the pall of guilt, grief, and meaninglessness that seems to be his constant companion. When, out of the blue, he gets a note – presumably from God – to spend a weekend with God at the cabin, the shack where his daughter was murdered. There he gets to confront God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, or Papa, Jesus, and Sarayu, as the case may be. And here Young tries to articulate with new imagery, perhaps also with new understanding, some of the age-old, weightier questions of life, faith, and experiences.

Submission comes up one morning while Mack takes a hike with Jesus, which of course begins with a walk across the lake. Not around the lake, but literally a walk on the lake to get to the other side, which is an easy enough task if you are actually taking a hike with Jesus.

They got into a discussion and Mack asked Jesus, if the world is in such a mess, why don’t you just take it back and fix it. Can you do that? And Jesus replies, “Of course ... but then the story would end before it was consummated.” Mack of course gives this “I don’t have a clue what you are talking about” look. And Jesus says this. Let me quote this conversation (pg. 145):

Have you noticed that even though you call me Lord and King, I have never really acted in that capacity with you? I’ve never taken control of your choices or forced you to do anything, even when what you were about to do was destructive or hurtful to yourself and others?
Mack responds: I would have preferred that you did take control at times. It would have saved me and people I care about a lot of pain.”

To force my will on you, Jesus replied, is exactly what love does not do. Genuine relationships are marked by submission even when your choices are not helpful or healthy. That’s the beauty you see in my relationship with Abba and Sarayu. We are indeed submitted to one another. . . . Papa is as much submitted to me as I to him, or Sarayu to me, or Papa to her.

And here is the catcher: Jesus says to Mack, Submission is not about authority and it is not obedience; it is all about relationships of love and respect. He continues to tell Mack, In fact, we are submitted to you in the same way. And Mack responds as only a human can, refusing to give up his preconceived ideas, or as if he heard nothing of what Jesus just said, and asks, “How can that be? Why would the God of the universe want to be submitted to me?” Still working in his cultural context of what submission means, he is asking, “Why would God want to take orders from me? Why would God be obedient to my whims?”
In spite of the Latin root for the word submission, in our faith vernacular, it is not about lowering yourself under someone else. It is about subjecting yourself to love and relationship that is always looking out for the best of the other.

Why would the God of the universe want to be submitted to me or to you? “Because,” Young has Jesus saying, “Because we want you to join us in our circle of relationship. I don’t want slaves to my will,” Jesus says, “I want brothers and sisters who will share life with me.”

It is not a hierarchy as we talked about last week when Mack questioned the Godhead about which of you three is in charge. You might recall that the question made no sense to Papa, Jesus, and Sarayu. Because relationship as God intended doesn’t’ exist through a chain of command. Hierarchy is actually the result of sin. True loving relationships have no overlay of power. Submission as God intends is not about who is on top and who is on the bottom – who is lowering oneself below the other. It is not about who has to obey whom. It is not about who gets to call the shots and who has to abide by the shots that are called.

Submission is about freely giving yourself over into a relationship where the other is equally free to give themselves to the same relationship. That doesn’t sound so bad, does it? In fact it sounds pretty healthy, and loving. It makes you feel pretty good about going back to Ephesians and Colossians and reading again, “Wives, submit to your husbands.” Because we know that in God’s plan of relationship, the husband is also submitting to the wife. There is no hierarchy. There is only the mutual freedom to love each other without reserve. In fact if we had read a little before and a little further in Ephesians that is exactly what it says. Although Paul cannot escape his humanness and the use of hierarchical language, what he is trying to describe is the mutual submission of the husband’s and the wife’s will for the larger blessing of a relationship together that is always looking out for the other’s concern.

It is the same relationship that Christ is calling you and me to. Christ wants to share the goodness of life and the universe with us, to be in relationship with us. To do so he has submitted himself to God and to us that we might submit to him and experience new and abundant life.

I pray that it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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