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Mark 8:31-38 (NRSV) 

31 Then 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. 32 He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33 But 
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.” 

34 He 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. 35 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. 36 For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 37 Indeed, 
what can they give in return for their life? 38 Those 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.” 

 

“It’s just, I’ve been waiting on this day for my entire life. I thought I’d feel 

different.” A confession made by aspiring jazz musician Joe Gardner, played by 

Jaime Foxx in the new Disney/Pixar animated movie Soul. If you have a young 

child at home you’ve likely seen this film. In fact, in the middle of a global 

pandemic and in winter when it is often too cold or wet to play outside, you may 

have seen this movie over and over again, as I have for the past two months. In the 

scene, Joe has just performed at a New York City Jazz club, accompanying the 

famous saxophonist Dorothea Williams, played by Angela Bassett. Up to this 
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point, Joe has lived a life of striving. He loves music. His improvisational piano 

style flows through and out of him throughout the film; the music is striking. And 

yet, Joe has never quite achieved what he wanted to accomplish. Rather than living 

the life of an acclaimed jazz musician, he struggled in his career, finally ending up 

as a band teacher in a local high school. But, through twists and turns, he does, 

eventually, land this gig with Dorothea Williams. He has a great night playing 

alongside her. 

 And then this scene follows. Joe Gardner and Dorothea Williams stand 

outside the club late at night, the street deserted, their faces illuminated by the 

glow of the marquee above. The city is finally quiet. The music has stopped. Joe 

thinks back on his life, on all the dreams, the failures, the stiving to get to this very 

moment, this concert. And he turns to Dorothea Williams, the famous jazz 

musician, and confesses: “I’ve been waiting on this day for my entire life. I 

thought I’d feel different.”  

 Williams responds with an allegorical story that, I’ll be honest, I didn’t 

understand until my third or so viewing of the film. She says, “I heard this story 

about a fish. He swims up to this older fish and says, ‘I’m trying to find this thing 

they call the ocean.’ ‘The ocean?’ says the older fish, ‘Why, that’s what you’re in 

right now.’ ‘This?’ says the young fish, ‘This is water. What I want is the ocean.’” 

And the scene ends. The action turns to a different subject. It’s striking. Disney 

isn’t known for its ambiguity.  
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 This is my interpretation: Joe has lived a life that he loved but he never 

allowed himself to acknowledge that he loved it. Music flows from Joe. It is at the 

core of his being, like it knits his cells together. He has taught that love to his 

students. He has embodied it for his community. And yet, because up to that point, 

he had not achieved a certain, concrete picture of success, that of an accomplished 

jazz musician, he always felt like a failure. He loves people, and he loves music, 

but he has never let himself acknowledge that love. He was a fish, looking for the 

ocean. He thought playing the concert would lead to a new way of being, but 

afterwards, he found he has been swimming in this same ocean all along. “I 

thought I’d feel different,” he says. 

In our Gospel passage today, the focus is on expectation and faithfulness. 

There is, however, a temptation to read this week’s familiar lectionary passage as 

being about self-denial, like we should punish ourselves at the moment we start to 

enjoy life. Jesus predicts for the first time in Mark, “that the Son of Man must 

undergo great suffering, and be rejected…[and] killed, and after three days rise 

again,” and Peter rebukes him. In the passage right before our text for today, Peter 

has just called Jesus the Christ, but now it is clear that Peter doesn’t understand 

what he had said. Like so many others of his day, Peter likely held out hope for a 

messianic king who will vanquish the Roman conquerors, or, at least, he yearned 

for a better end to Jesus’s messianic journey than the cross. In this way, to Jesus, 

Peter is like the tempter, the devil who met Jesus in the wilderness and took him 
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atop a very high mountain, claiming that Jesus could have all kingdoms of the 

world if he wanted, the ultimate worldly vision of success, rather than dying on the 

cross (See Matt. 4). Hearing echoes of this temptation in his disciple’s rebuke, 

Jesus calls Peter’s words Satanic. They are a temptation not to live into God’s 

calling, but rather to settle for earthly titles and treasures. But Jesus knows that his 

path is the cross, and so he says, “If any want to become my followers, let them 

deny themselves and take up their cross and follow…For those who want to save 

their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for…the sake of the gospel will 

save it.”   

 What does that mean to you, to lose your life by saving it, to save your life 

by losing it? The temptation is to read these words in a life-limiting way. Like so 

many Lenten passages, this one has been abused through the ages to keep people, 

especially those pushed to the margins, in their place, saying that God calls them to 

suffer and to support systems that causes suffering. As if the savior who said these 

words was not also the one who proclaimed good news to the poor, release to the 

captives, freedom to the oppressed; as if suffering was the goal of the faithful life; 

as if creation was not named good by its creator; as if life was not meant to be 

lived.  
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As one commentor I read this week put it, “Self-hatred is not the way of 

Jesus.”1 The way of Jesus that he asks us to follow is to live our lives in 

communion with God, following God’s voice, living life in the Spirit. And yes, 

that life may look very different from our own expectations or the expectations of 

others. Everyone thought the messiah was meant to conquer and rule, but Jesus’s 

calling was to the cross. Joe Gardner’s dream of jazz clubs blocked his zest for a 

life he otherwise clearly loved. Do you, Grace Covenant, follow God or the 

worldly expectations upon your life? Or, to put it differently, does your striving for 

a certain vision of success, or professionalism, or accumulation block you from 

living the life that God has called you to?  

Living life through other’s expectations is toxic. Singular images of success, 

comparisons and the search dominance, wealth and accumulation, are toxic. They 

can lead to losing one’s life while trying to save it. And letting that go, living 

faithfully in this moment, with this community around you, in communion with the 

Spirit that surrounds you, that can mean losing your life to save it. Because you, 

members of Grace Covenant, you right now, not you five years from now or 50 

years ago, not you when you finally arrive, or you in your glory days, but you 

today, in this moment, in this breath, in this place, you are the Beloved of God. 

How do we set our mind on divine things rather than human things?  

                                                
1 Lamar Williamson Jr., Mark - Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2009), 154. I am indebted to Williamson’s exegesis on p. 150-157 throughout this 
section.  
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I’ve recently finished a writing project where several different authors 

analyzed the following case: Angie was a 25-year-old Black woman with advanced 

Hodgkin’s lymphoma.2 In her final days, she was a patient in a hospital and both 

Angie and her healthcare team knew that the end of her life would be soon. Before 

she died, Angie recounted to her hospital chaplain this powerful religious 

experience. She felt the presence of God alongside her, not as a dream, or even a 

vision, but in a moment of waking life, she felt God with her. In fact, in that 

hospital room, Angie told her chaplain, she danced with God, arm in arm. God 

filled the room and they danced together in Angie’s final days. After the 

experience, she felt a sense of peace and wholeness, ready finally for the end.  

Later that day during rounds with the rest of the healthcare team, the 

chaplain related this story to the nurses, attending physician, and residents who 

were also caring for Angie. The chaplain used Angie’s exact words to describe the 

experience, how she had received ‘a blessing and a healing,’ and, even in the midst 

of her terminal diagnosis, she ‘has been made whole.’ Upon hearing the chaplain’s 

report, the chief oncologist, who is a white male, turned to the residents he was 

training and said these words, “And here we have a prime example of drug-

induced hallucination. People experience all sorts of things because of the 

                                                
2 This case study was originally compiled by Carrie Doehring and Allison Kestenbaum, “Interpersonal competencies 
for practicing socially just, interreligious, and evidence-based spiritual care,” in Introduction to Chaplaincy and 
Spiritual Care. Edited by Shelly Rambo and Wendy Cadge. UNC Press [forthcoming]. My cowriter and I analyze 
the case in our chapter in the same volume, Richard Coble and Mychal Springer, “Interpersonal competence in 
contextualizing power dynamics in socially just spiritual care.” 
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medications we give them to fight cancer. I suggest you don’t give these sorts of 

things any credibility. Let patients reserve their energy for the fight against the 

disease.”  

How should the chaplain respond? There are a number of issues here. The 

chaplain could point out that, from a medical side, divine encounters like the one 

Angie reported are actually quite common and have been proven in the medical 

literature to increase individual resilience and coping in the face of death. Or, the 

chaplain could point out that the physician’s dismissive remark fits in a much 

larger, systemic and racist pattern in American healthcare, where the perspectives 

and experiences of Black patients are often overlooked or downplayed by white 

healthcare providers, resulting in untold patient stress and poor care. This 

widespread dismissal of Black patients’ feelings and experiences has led to higher 

mortality in Black mothers, shorter life expectancies in Black populations, and 

justified suspicion of medical professionals among Black communities.3  

Or, the chaplain could simply say something along these lines, that “those 

who want to save their life will lose it.” Because the doctor is doing just that, 

losing his life by trying to save it, losing his vocation, his calling and oath to treat, 

to heal, to care for Angie, losing it all in the name of a broken sense of 

professionalism and objectivity. And Angie, in contrast, finds her life saved 

                                                
3 See Linda Villarosa, “Myths about Physical Racial Differences were used to Justify Slavery — and 
Are Still Believed by Doctors Today,” The New York Times Magazine, August 14, 2019, 
https://nyti.ms/38RE95Y. 
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precisely as she loses it, in her prophetic experience and confession that God is 

with us always, in our life and in our death, and God is especially present at the 

margins, with those who carry the heaviest weight of systems that oppress and 

dismiss.  Divine ways are not human ways, especially in oppressive systems, 

oppressive ways of being, categories of success or achievement that make us 

dismiss one another, that stop us from seeing one another’s humanity, or even our 

own humanity.  

Grace Covenant, let’s all take a breath. In this Lenten journey, we are 

focusing on making room, making room in our lives for God, for one another, and 

also, for ourselves. Detoxing in this moment means seeing the striving that 

depletes us for what it is, losing your life in a vain attempt to save it. Think about 

the things that stop you from seeing yourself, those near you, those in this 

community and beyond, as beloved creations of God. What are you called to put 

down? What are you called to take up? Grace Covenant, in this Lenten Journey, 

make room, make room for yourself, for your community. May we truly see one 

another. “For those who want to save their life will lose it. And those who lose 

their life…will save it.” Thanks be to God.  

 

 

 

 


