
Mark 8:31–38 

31Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be 
rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three 
days rise again. 32He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to 
rebuke him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get 
behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human 
things.” 

34He 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. 35For 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. 36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world 
and forfeit their life? 37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 38Those who 
are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them 
the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the 
holy angels.” 

Glory and the Cross 
FPCG Worship – 2-28-2021; Genesis 17:1–7, 15–16, Mark 8:31–38 

Well, it’s the presbytery’s fault! Seriously. By 10-ish on Friday evening my sermon was 
finished, scripted as usual, and all it needed were several “practice rounds” and then 
completing my little set of “notes” you see me refer to from time to time as I wander 
before you! 

Then, on Saturday morning—along with Mary Taneti, Rosalyn Lomax, Bill Royall—we 
all attended the Presbytery Meeting held on Zoom. There were more than 200 
participants at one time during the meeting, so it was a complex technical affair. And, as 
I said in my monthly newsletter piece, we Presbyterians are connected—from church to 
church, by our belief systems—the Book of Confessions and the Book of Order, and of 
course in our faith expressions in worship, Bible study, and mission. 

But equally important, we are connected as we come together organizationally—at 
meetings of the presbytery. Ordained Ministers of Word and Sacrament are all 



individual members of Presbytery. And, particular churches, all 111 of them, are 
members also. And each particular church elects elders to attend presbytery and vote on 
behalf of the church. Our system provides for an equal number of elders and ministers 
so we have a perfect balance of laity and clergy represented as we take actions on behalf 
of the presbytery. 

There are several of those actions that are standard—voting on amendments to the 
constitution, providing funding for the presbytery through an annual budget, and 
staffing certain committees of presbytery needed to carry out the work of presbytery—
among them the Commission on Ministry. I could go on and on, but you get the point—
we are connected to each other in specific and meaningful ways. 

It was not always this way in the church. At the time the protestant reformation 
occurred, the church was selling “indulgences” as a way for sinners to do their penance. 
The money was used to build a new basilica in Rome! And, Martin Luther wrote his 95 
Theses to protest this. Many of his theses were considered heresies! So, he had to go to 
Heidelberg, Germany about a year later to defend his statements. That meeting is now 
called the Heidelberg Disputation—a debate among theologians about Luther’s 
arguments—with Luther there to defend himself.  

His arguments, in part, used our scripture lesson for today in support of his beliefs. 
These passages are not simple. Jesus tells his disciples that he must go through suffering 
and even death in order to fulfill his earthly ministry. Yet the disciples don’t want to 
hear these things. They conceive Jesus’ ministry as that of the returning Messiah, where 
strength and power and glory are all part of the coming of God’s Kingdom on earth—as 
it was in the days of Moses and David—that all good Hebrews had waited for several 
hundred years. But, Christ rebuked them, they needed to deny themselves and take up 
their crosses and follow him.  

I think Christ wanted them to understand that following him meant two distinct kinds 
of ministry—that strength and power and glory are part of what they would do. But also, 
a different part of it would be difficult, for which they would be persecuted and hated. 
And that they would have to bear a cross in the same way that Jesus would. If they were 



to continue his ministries—they would need to understand that both kinds of work in 
Christ’s name were required. 

This message is not easy to clarify in our own minds. We live in 21st century America, 
where compared to historical times, our lives are easy, convenient, and we lack for little. 
The people to whom we minister around us are mostly like us. And, from time to time 
we find some difficulties. Times when we must take up the cross so to speak. 

What Martin Luther did in defending himself at the Heidelberg Disputation was 
brilliant. He talked of the theology of glory versus the theology of the cross. The first 
notion—theology of glory—is when we see God and Jesus as the beloved Son as one 
bathed in glory, accomplishment, and wisdom. While this is important, Luther argued it 
is what we want God to be, not the way God is! He argued that there is also a theology 
of the cross—where what we see around us is suffering, poverty, sickness, sinfulness and 
what truly represents the lives people also lead—and God calls us to serve in these kinds 
of places just as much as the other. 

This was a significant breakthrough for Luther, as it was another indication of the 
movement that would lead to the Protestant Reformation—where the church was 
reformed in ways that made sense in the day-to-day ordering and living out of the lives 
of the people. To Martin Luther then, we owe a more full understanding of our passage 
for today—and that we are called both to a ministry of glory and to a ministry of the 
cross. Neither is sufficient; both are necessary! And this complexity is just what God’s 
Kingdom on earth looks like! And we serve in both arenas. 

And yet, Luther’s message has stayed the same since those warm October days in 1518, 
almost a year after he changed the world with posting his 95 theses on the chapel door in 
Wittenburg. We have found a new way to look at God’s Grace. A new way to put things 
in context—beginning in those days that Mark wrote down his Gospel and wrestled with 
the passages and oral tradition of Jesus rebuking his own disciples, embarrassing them 
in front of the assembled crowds. Doing so not to further rebuke them, but to lovingly 
send the signal that being God’s disciple involves doing the work all our natural 
tendencies might keep us from doing—serving the downtrodden, weak, sick, and those 
otherwise cast out of normal society. 



And we may suffer as we do it—because of the contrasts in our lives, the never-ending 
futility of the work, and the lack of even acknowledgement by many of our recipients of 
what we are doing. And therein, lies the notion we must ponder during this Lenten 
season—why do we always want to receive the accolades for what we do? Why do we 
attempt to justify the hard sides of our work in Christ by being seen as the suffering 
servant? Why not simply do the work, humbly, and willingly, never expecting that 
anyone might even notice—even the targets of our serving hands. 

Let me go back to the presbytery meeting for a moment, and describe for you why I felt 
compelled to change my sermon completely. One of the functions of the presbytery is to 
prepare new people for lives in service as Ministers of Word and Sacrament. And we 
have a special Preparation for Ministry committee that marshals people through the 
process—from being an inquirer, to being under the care of the presbytery, and then 
examining them to see if they, after receiving their education meet the rather rigorous 
standards to become ordained ministers. 

And yesterday, we had two candidates who were presented. One, Molly Smerko, was 
born and raised the first several years of her life in Wilmington—at First Presbyterian 
Church there. Then the family moved to Raleigh and became members of White 
Memorial Presbyterian Church. There, she was active in youth group, youth council, 
took mission trips, went to Montreat—and at Meredith continued to serve. While in 
seminary she served churches in Richmond, Roanoke, and Charlotte. She is currently a 
Pastoral Resident at Covenant Presbyterian in Charlotte. Her path is traditional, steeped 
in education and service and she will be a wonderful minister—much in the tradition 
Martin Luther talked about as a theology of glory as he argued his case at Heidelberg. 

The other young person, Esther Hethcox has come from a very different pathway. A 
graduate of Duke Divinity School, she joined Trinity Avenue Presbyterian Church in 
2018. She was candid and open in telling us that her past was clouded and that she was a 
victim of abuse—and it was through prayer and study that she became convinced that 
God was calling her to ministry so she could work with those who had been wounded by 
the church. The letter written by Trinity Avenue in her support said these poignant 
words: “Having spent time outside the church, burned by cheap faith and cruel 



hypocrisy, Esther holds compassion for outsiders, skeptics, and is called to the gospel 
hope of healing and wholeness (which) will be central to Esther’s ministry in whatever 
form it takes.” Folks, is this not a theology of the cross? 

Folks, God calls us to both kinds of ministry. At this Lenten season, we are called to pray 
about and contemplate what service in Christ's name really means. And a bright beacon 
of light shining on this difficult passage from the Gospel of Mark today shows us two 
ways that Christ calls us to ministry. Two ways of fulfilling Christ’s calls to us. And, at 
that presbytery meeting yesterday—I was profoundly moved by what we are, how we are 
connected, and how we choose people who will become Ministers of Word and 
Sacrament in the church. This is why we love the church. This is why we love our 
connectional nature. And it is the debts owed to people like Martin Luther in Heidelberg 
who argued forcefully from today’s passage that helps us understand God’s mystery this 
Lenten season in the year of our Lord, 2021! Amen. 


