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Ash Wednesday, 2008
Text:  Mark 10:32-34
Theme:  Facing the Journey of the Cross with Jesus
1. undeterred by the fears of others
2. more concerned about others than self
3. certain that the journey doesn’t end in death but life
Preached:  February 6, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Have you ever lost it all? I never have. But the thought has crossed my mind vividly enough that I think I have an idea of the gnawing feeling you must get in the pit of your stomach when you’ve lost it all. When I went back Wisconsin last month for my niece’s wedding, I visited an elderly aunt, and we were going through some old pictures of my boyhood, when we came across one that brought back the most intense feelings of loss that I have ever experienced. It was a picture of my brother and me. He was nine and I was eleven. We are standing in front of a pile of rubble that used to be our barn. The only thing left standing was a charred stone wall of the first story of the barn where the cows used to live. Behind it was rising up a wisp of smoke from a fire that had just finished burning up a whole year’s worth of cattle feed that was supposed to ensure us of food for the coming year. I can still hear the shouts on the morning of the fire: “Your barn’s on fire.” I can still see the look of horror on my grandmother’s face and the cry of fear that came from her lips as I looked through the kitchen window that she always sat next to, to see the flames shooting out of the barn roof. I remember running out to the barn to help free the cows, but stopping short when I saw the flames, just too terrified to enter the burning building to help my mother who was in a panic because my father was out of state on a hunting trip.

These memories are so vivid for me today that it’s hard for me to imagine the thoughts going through my Savior’s mind as He undertakes a journey in our sermon text that He knew so vividly ahead of time was going to result in His having to lose everything. He knew that He would have to give up every shred of dignity, would have to give up life itself. And yet He still expresses His confidence that it was all going to end in the best possible way.
During this Lenten season we are going to follow our Savior on His journey to the cross. We’re going to follow Him down the streets of Jerusalem, into the houses of His accusers and His executioner, up to the Place of the Skull, into His cave-like tomb and finally out of the tomb. We pray that we will get deeper insights into what He has done for us. And we pray that we will gather strength for our own journeys, because He tells us that each of us must take up our cross daily and follow Him. Tonight the journey begins. 
Our sermon text for this Ash Wednesday is only one small paragraph of the journey that Jesus made all the way from His home province of Galilee in the north to the Jewish heartland in the south of Israel. Jesus had spent most of His ministry in Galilee. Galilee was His home. It’s where He grew up in the village of Nazareth. The people of Galilee were in many respects more hospitable to Him. They were an interesting mix of the more down to earth Jewish people with a lot of non-Jewish people living among them. Down south, the area around Jerusalem was where the religious and political leaders of the Jews lived, the Pharisees, Sadducees and teachers of the law, who so often clashed with Jesus. 

Jesus knew it was time for Him to leave for Jerusalem. As God, Jesus knew all things. He knew that it was time for Him to fulfill the worst part of His mission on earth. It must have been with a sense of foreboding that Jesus set out for Jerusalem. As His words to His disciples make clear, He knew right down to the smallest details—the spitting and the name calling—what He was going to face in Jerusalem. But we don’t see Him wearing His heart on His sleeve. “They were on their way up to Jerusalem, with Jesus leading the way, and the disciples were astonished, while those who followed were afraid.” The farther behind Him they were, the more foreboding you see on the people. Those following in the rear of the crowd were afraid. The disciples who were following right behind Him were simply astonished. And Jesus Himself? All it says is that He was leading the way. He certainly wasn’t holding back. He certainly wasn’t avoiding what lay ahead. And this surprised His followers. They had heard the rumors. The word on the street was that if He came back to Jerusalem, He was going to be arrested. The previous time He had been in Jerusalem—the previous Hanukkah—they had tried to stone Him. The Gospel of John says that the disciples were discouraging Jesus from going back to Jerusalem at this time. “Last time the Jews tried to stone you,” they said. “You’re going to go back there?” 
Jesus’ journey from Galilee to Jerusalem was momentous. Luke, in his Gospel, spends ten chapters (that’s more than a third of his book) describing this final journey of Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem. Luke is the only one to record a lot of Jesus’ talks on this momentous journey. It was on this journey that Jesus told the Parable of the Good Samaritan. It was on this journey that Jesus told the Parable of the Prodigal Son. It was on this journey that Jesus gave the sermon on worry:  “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body, what you will wear.” In that sermon He said, “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom.” Jesus on His journey to the cross was undeterred by the fears of others. And as we carry our crosses, He wants us to be just as undaunted by the fears of others. 
Wonderful Jesus—even at this time when He could have been preoccupied with His own thoughts—was more concerned about breaking the news gently to His disciples. “Again he took the Twelve aside and told them what was going to happen to him.” This was already the third time that He told them what was facing Him in Jerusalem. It is by far the most detailed account of all His predictions of His impending death:  “The Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles, who will mock him and spit on him, flog him and kill him.” Seven details that Jesus could not have known would happen in this order if He were not the all-knowing Son of God. He would first be betrayed to His own people—the Jewish leaders—who would condemn Him and hand Him over to the dirty Romans, who would execute Him. You can tell that He can see exactly how it’s going to be carried out. He can hear what they will say, feel what they will do: “They will taunt me, spit on me, flog me.” The Roman flogging was well known by the Jews—and feared. It was used as a deterrent to the Jews to keep them from their endless desire to free themselves from the Romans. The Romans would beat any rebellious Jew to within an inch of his life before they nailed him to a cross and let him gasp for breath until he died. 
But Jesus did not just want to prepare His disciples for the horrors that they would witness carried out on Him in Jerusalem. Every time He foretold His suffering and death, He always made sure to include the triumphant note that the whole process would end on:  “Three days later he will rise.” There was no way that Jesus could have known this ahead of time unless He were God. He may have been able to assume that He’d be arrested and killed when He got to Jerusalem, but there’s no way that He could have been able to predict that He would rise from the dead—and to add the detail that it would happen on the third day—unless He was the omniscient God Himself. 

Jesus was confident about what lay ahead of Him. His human mind must have had its dread of the terrible events that lay before Him. The anemic support He got from His followers in this mission must have added mightily to His misery. But the reason Jesus’ mind could face it all so unafraid, was because He knew the outcome. Though He would be stripped of every dignity—would have to give up life itself—His mission would end in victory. Death and hell and Satan were overwhelming enemies to walk into. But He could do it with unwavering conviction, because His Father had written the script ahead of time. As God, He had all the power in the universe. There was nothing that could stop Him in mid-journey. The journey would not end in Jerusalem. It would not end in the grave. It would not end in hell. It would end in heaven. And because His journey ended in success, you and I know that our journeys will end in victory too. It does not matter what stage of the journey we are in. It doesn’t matter if we are in the early stages dealing with the temptations of childhood. It doesn’t matter if we’re facing the taunting of cruel kids, if we’re facing the sexual temptations of the teen-age years. It doesn’t matter if we’re overwhelmed right now with the difficulty of trying to earn a living, facing the unbearable pressures of raising a family. It doesn’t matter if the devil is trying to get us to despair because we’re in the stage of declining health. Because the journey for every child of God ends in victory! It ends in resurrection. Jesus rose from the dead, and that guarantees us that we will some day rise too. The future for a Christian is always brighter than the past or the present. No matter how many dark days we must go through, each of them puts us one day further toward a glorious eternity. May you face the cross with Jesus, unafraid, unselfish, confident that the journey ends not in death but life.  Amen.
