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One of the many gimmicks to arise out of the pandemic is the Zoom waterfall.  You may be 
familiar with it.  The “waterfall” is created when someone on zoom asks a simple question to a 
generally large group and invites responses in the Chat area.  One word responses suffice, or at 
most, a few words.  The instant result is a cascade of offerings flowing down in the Chat area.  A 
waterfall.  While our medium on Facebook is a little different, we can do something similar and 
we do.   We can’t create a waterfall, but we do post greetings and wishes as the service goes 
along.  
 
So, very quickly and simply and totally voluntary, answer the following question:  What is your 
hope?  Just a word or two.  No pressure.  All voluntary.  If you like, type in your response to the 
livestream group or reflect on it in the privacy of your own thoughts.  What is your hope?  And 
then the follow on question:  What do you fear?  Again, no pressure.  All voluntary.  What do 
you fear?  While the disciples could never even conceive of a Zoom waterfall or a Facebook 
livestream, perhaps the hope and fear exercise we just engaged in mirrors the response of the 
disciples to Jesus’ question about who he was and the encounter in today’s gospel text.  
 
Last week the disciples expressed the crux of their hope as Jesus asked them who they thought 
he was.  John the Baptist.  Elijah.  Jeremiah.  One of the great prophets.  All betrayed the deep 
longing of these people for a leader.  And Peter’s correct response, “The Messiah.  The son of 
the living God,” underscored all of their hopes, desires, and expectations in a single phrase. 
They hoped for one who would shrug off the chains of Roman oppression. They wanted 
someone to take away the problems of the world. They sought someone who could bring 
meaning and purpose to their humble lives.  
 
Which is a reality that is probably not too far removed from what we hope for.  Of course, we are 
not struggling against the Romans, but we are painfully reminded of the structures that oppress 
people, whether it is systemic racism, or anti-semitism, or misogyny, the crush of poverty, or the 
illusion of gender roles there are innumerable ways that we are bound in this world and by the 
world.  And when the structures prevent freedom and justice for some, there exists the very real 
fact that freedom and justice is compromised for all.  We also know too well the problems of the 
world that impinge upon each of us.  Whether it is concern for the health of a loved one, or worry 
for the future of a child, or the uncertainty of holding a job, we are familiar with the changes and 
chances of life.  Thus, I suspect, that we can understand the disciples longing for someone to 
bring meaning and purpose into life, for we too share that desire. 
 



Yet, in the very same moment that the disciples open up about their deepest longings, Jesus 
articulates a truth that taps into their deepest fears.  The longed for Messiah is not the miracle pill 
that evaporates every problem, nor will this Messiah dominate the world in a way that the 
disciples expert.  Rather, Jesus informs his friends that this Messiah, “must go to Jerusalem and 
undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and 
on the third day be raised.”  Thus, while the hopes of the disciples are profound, the fear that 
Jesus’ proclamation unleashes is palpable.  Peter retorts, “God forbid it, Lord! This must never 
happen to you.”  And Jesus must call Peter, “Satan” to shake him back to reality.  
 
Furthermore, Jesus continues probing the fear of those near him, “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want 
to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”  And who 
doesn’t resonate with the disciples’ discomfort.  These are difficult words.  Deny oneself?  Take 
up their cross?  Lose your life?  The cultural anthropologist, Ernest Becker, in his Pulitzer Prize 
winning, The Denial of Death, aptly coined the phrase Terror Management to describe our 
propensity to sublimate and seek to control our deepest fear:  death.  Terror management is the 
very thing that the disciples are engaged in as Jesus turns their hopes and dreams into something 
downright fearful.  And what is the terror management that we are involved in?  
 
Jesus’ recognition of the death that awaits him, and in his understanding that this path is critical 
for our own self-awakening, gives us a perspective of the world that most do not want to 
contemplate.  Our culture prizes life, values forging your own way, achievement.  Yet, here is a 
teaching that flips the script and challenges our notions of what it is that we are to do and who it 
is that we are to be.  Indeed, many within the Christian tradition find this teaching so difficult 
that they have waltzed right over these sayings of self-denial to offer up a theology of health and 
wealth.  Their mantra is believe in Jesus, and all your problems will be taken away.  Meanwhile, 
another group takes the bearing of the cross so seriously that they impose it on anyone and 
everyone.  Any suffering is, “Your cross to bear,” according to this group.  Yet, both 
perspectives are wanting. 
 
Perhaps, another way into this teaching by Jesus is that in the midst of our struggles, in the heart 
of our hopes and the depths of our fears, there is not a cure-all pill nor an imposition for more 
suffering, rather there is a friend who meets us.  The same friend offering guidance to his 
disciples centuries ago is also the one who meets us in our dilemmas.  He does not offer a ticket 
out nor does he desire more pain.  He simply knows the experience and struggle, for he himself 
has endured it, and, thus, we do not walk alone.  Where are you tired or hurting or fearful or 
insecure or anxious or in pain or distressed?  Answering these honestly is a part of the biblical 
tradition of lament.  As David Lose notes, “It is in these places that we are invited to hear again 



God’s promise in Christ that he is in it with us, to see in our hardships a kindred experience to 
Christ’s cross, and to count more fully on Christ’s presence and power to see us through.”  
 


