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Well, at this point it doesn't come as news to anybody that we're in a recession, maybe even a 
depression. I don't know, those economic terms are beyond my expertise. What I do know is 
that millions of Americans have lost their jobs, and the Stock Market is now at half of its 
former value, and that the plans to jump start the economy will quadruple the national deficit. 
So, I don't know if it qualifies as a depression, but it is depressing. It might be enough to put us 
into a depression. But, I'm here to tell you there's good news. I have a good friend who is a 
pastoral counselor. That is, he is both a pastor and a psychotherapist. And he says that he 
always finds the fields of depression to be fertile ground for the gospel plow. You see, in 
depression, the gospel is good news. In affluence, it often appears to us, initially anyway, as 
bad news.  
 
Brian Volck, who serves as a missionary in Honduras, writes of receiving ashes last 
Wednesday a week ago, on Ash Wednesday, in a small village church there in rural Honduras. 
The locals there are getting used to the idea that money sent to them by relatives living in the 
U.S. is vanishing these days and perhaps forever. But, they were there, ahead of Volck in line, 
waiting to get their foreheads smudged with ashes, to be reminded of their humble origin, of 
their certain mortality, and so, of what is really important in their lives. Writes Volck: “What 
hardships I undergo in Lent are chosen and brief, while theirs are imposed and enduring. The 
growing burden of suffering in the U.S. still pales in comparison to the immense historical and 
present weight borne by the peoples of Latin America. 
 
Yet,” he says, “we are called into this mystery together, as a body, as Christ's body, and I can 
hope to share some small part of their greater wisdom in the traditional practices of prayer, 
fasting and alms giving.” Their greater wisdom...He writes of how they continually evangelize 
him through the testimony of their faith amidst lives of struggle. They seem to know something 
that it's harder for him to get to. Maybe what they know is the real value of this life we have 
simply as a gift. Peter rebukes Jesus for talking about his coming suffering and rejection by the 
movers and shakers, about his coming death and resurrection. He had just confessed Jesus as 
the Messiah and now he rebukes him. Because, of course, what Jesus was saying just didn't 
make any sense. 
 
In Mark's gospel, Jesus predicts his suffering, death and resurrection three times, and each time 
it's followed by a demonstration of His disciples’ inability to comprehend. So, Peter just doesn't 
get it. It doesn't make sense for the Messiah, the Savior of Israel, to end up hanging on a cross. 
All those religious leaders are ultimately supposed to recognize him for who he is and fall in 
line behind him, and any others, Roman officials or their puppets, well one way or another, 
they would be vanquished. Peter's thinking, “I signed up for things to get better, not worse.” “I 
signed up for a bailout, but Jesus what you're talking about sounds to me like real loss, 
bankruptcy.” It does, doesn't it? And the idea of loss is disturbing to us. Naturally enough it's 
disturbing. Losing your retirement funds, losing your job, people can really end up hurting. It's 
true, and it's serious and yet I wonder how those people down in Honduras can keep 
evangelizing Brian Volck, can keep witnessing to him the joy and good news of God's love? 
How can we live abundantly, that is overflowing with joy, when things seem so bad?  
 
Well, there's loss and there's loss, isn't there? A friend of mine told me of spotting the new 
Forbes magazine on the coffee table of a friend. It is the “Style” issue of Forbes. Now, right 
away you know we're going to be in trouble when you put style and Forbes together, right? 
Because, of course, you can get style at Eddie Bauer. So, flipping through it, he found this 
article: “Ten watches that are under $10,000.” A $10,000 watch is Forbes' new benchmark for 



frugality! In other words, “folks, if you're cutting back in these hard times, we can help.” “We 
know how tough times can be.” “We know the loss you're feeling, so let us help.” 
 
Knowing what we know about Peter from the archeological dig there in Capernaum, where 
they've located his house, that is, knowing that in the relative terms of the day that he was 
actually quite well-to-do, he'd done quite well for himself in the commercial fishing trade, it 
kind of makes you wonder if maybe Jesus had seen the style issue of Forbes lying on Peter's 
coffee table. Maybe he knows just how disturbed Peter would be at the idea of losing all he'd 
gained. Maybe Jesus knows that about us, too. The idea of loss is disturbing. Maybe that 
grieves Jesus, truly grieves him. 
 
I'm intrigued by that little place in this story where after Peter has rebuked Jesus, Mark says, 
“But turning and looking at his disciples”, Jesus “rebuked Peter and said, 'Get behind me, 
Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” What did Jesus 
see on his disciples' faces? What did Jesus feel when he turned and looked at them? Was it grief 
that they couldn't see what was divine about life? Was it overwhelming love for them that 
longed for them to be able to see that? I think it must have been, because what Jesus says to 
them after that is in effect: “Your life, your life itself, this beating heart given you as a gift by 
God, is priceless.” “It, (life as a gift) not anything else, is worth everything!” “For what will it 
profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? Because it is possible to forfeit, to 
lose completely the experience of your life as a gift, to replace that experience with lots of other 
things. But, Jesus is saying, for the value of that, be willing to let everything else go, if need be. 
I believe Jesus is grieved that Peter and the others can't yet see that. 
 
Friends, Grace, the gift is everything! “More” than the gift is nothing. You see, we find this text 
so hard because we think it's about life after loss. We think Jesus is somehow placing loss and 
suffering at the center of life. And we wonder if we can live a life that just seems self-
flagellating and dreary and joyless. But, that's only because we have a mistaken notion of life, 
thinking that it consists of what we have gained and can gain. And then, of course, to lose that 
seems catastrophic. But, Jesus isn't talking about life after loss. He's talking about life before 
profit! He's talking about the gift that is your life itself! See, it's not about what you might have 
to give up. It's about realizing what you have and cherishing it so much in yourself and in each 
one and in creation that you will stand up for that. 
 
And he's also trying to get us to see that if you cherish the gift of life itself in you and in each 
one, it will set you against the powers that be. Because, they think life is about profit, either 
monetary or otherwise, about what you can profit, either as an individual or as our group. How 
else could getting back to basics ever mean a watch for under $10,000? How can we live 
abundantly, overflowing with joy, when things seem bad? We can when we know what is 
divine about life, the gift itself, the other persons in our lives themselves, the creation to which 
we belong itself. The gifts of God. 
 
Isn't that what those rural poor Honduran Christians know? Friends, Jesus cherished your life, 
my life, each one's life so much he was willing to die so that they could be revealed as sacred to 
us. Indeed, so filled with God that no death we ever die, no sin we ever commit, no need we 
ever have is beyond God's reach to fill us with life again. “What can they give in return for their 
life?” Your life is priceless. It's a gift of God. That life as gift and not anything else, is worth 
everything. So, follow Christ in realizing what we have, each one before profit, and stand up 
for that. 
 
 
 
 


