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T here are times when doing the right thing feels good. And there are times
when doing the right thing feels terrible. That is where Jeremiah is in the
first reading today.

Jeremiah had been called by God to speak honestly to his people. What he had to
say was not pleasant. He found himself continually crying out, “Violence and de‐
struction!”, warning them where their injustice and unfaithfulness were leading.

Eventually, people became tired of hearing him.

Just before the passage we hear today, Jeremiah has been beaten. A priest named
Pashhur has him arrested and put in the stocks at the Temple. Jeremiah has been
trying to serve God — and this is where it has brought him: humiliation, pain,
people laughing at him, even friends waiting for him to fail.

And Jeremiah turns to God and says, in effect: This is not what I thought I was
signing up for.

The NRSVCE puts it very directly: “O Lord, you have enticed me, and I was en‐
ticed; you have overpowered me, and you have prevailed.”

Jeremiah feels that God called him into this, and now he is discovering how
much it costs. He does not pretend everything is fine. He is angry. He is hurt. He
complains to God.

And in that complaining, there is also a kind of faith, because Jeremiah has not
stopped talking to God. Sometimes prayer may simply be: Lord, I do not under‐
stand. Or even: Lord, I am angry with you. God can always cope with our
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honesty.

Jeremiah eventually decides: Enough. I am not doing this anymore. He says: “I
will not mention him, or speak any more in his name.”

But then comes that wonderful image: “Within me there is something like a
burning fire shut up in my bones.” Jeremiah says he grows weary trying to hold
it in — and he cannot.

Something deep within Jeremiah still thirsts for God and for what is true.
Perhaps that is why the Psalm gives us the words: “For you my soul is thirsting,
O Lord my God.” Jeremiah may be angry with God, but he cannot simply walk
away from God.

And perhaps we know something of that.

Imagine a meeting at work or at school where someone who is not there is being
blamed unfairly. Everyone knows the story is incomplete, but nobody wants to
interrupt. Speaking up may make the room uncomfortable. It may even make
you unpopular. And yet something within you says: This is not right.

You speak, not because you enjoy conflict, but because truth and charity require
it. Afterwards you may wonder whether it was worth it. That is a small glimpse
of what faithfulness can cost.

And it brings us to Peter.

Last Sunday, Peter got the answer exactly right. Jesus asked, “Who do you say
that I am?” Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”

But today Jesus tells him what being the Messiah will mean. He will go to
Jerusalem. He will suffer. He will be killed. And he will be raised on the third
day.

Peter says: “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.”

We can understand him. Peter loves Jesus and does not want him to suffer. But
there is something deeper happening here.

Peter wants a Messiah without the cross. He wants God to save the world with‐
out suffering, without self-giving, without the apparent defeat of Calvary.
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And Jesus responds with very strong words: “Get behind me, Satan!”

Peter is not consciously trying to oppose God. But his words become an obstacle
to Jesus’ mission, tempting him away from the path he has come to walk.

Then Jesus says: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves
and take up their cross and follow me.”

We need to be careful about what that means. Our cross is not every hardship we
experience. Jesus is not saying that suffering is good, and he is certainly not
telling people simply to accept abuse or injustice.

Nor, when Jesus says “deny themselves,” is he asking us to deny who we are, as
though following Christ meant erasing ourselves or becoming somebody else
whom we imagine God might prefer.

God’s grace meets us in the facts: in the truth of our innermost being, in the real‐
ity of our situation, and in the relationships in which we actually live. Grace be‐
gins there — not with some imaginary version of ourselves, but with the person
we really are and the life we are really living.

Of course, that does not mean that everything we find within ourselves is auto‐
matically God’s will. Our desires have to be discerned. Some need to be puri‐
fied, healed or let go.

But God is not our rival. God desires our life and our freedom. In the Ignatian
tradition, we bring our desires honestly before God and ask for the freedom to
recognise what leads us towards greater truth and love. And as that freedom
grows, God’s deepest desire for us and our own deepest, truest desire can begin
to meet.

Pope Francis, speaking about the Spiritual Exercises, described this as the meet‐
ing of “God’s desire and the desire of our own heart.”

So taking up our cross does not mean becoming less ourselves. Paradoxically, it
is part of becoming more truly the person God created us to be.

And the cross is first of all his cross: Christ giving himself completely in love
and obedience to the Father, passing through suffering and death into resurrec‐
tion. Our cross is the cost of following him in that self-giving love when fidelity
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becomes costly.

Sometimes that means forgiving when it would be easier to remain angry.
Sometimes it means speaking honestly when silence would protect us.
Sometimes it means staying beside someone when love asks patience and sacri‐
fice. Sometimes it means living chastely: learning to love without possessing or
using another person, and allowing our desires to be shaped by what truly hon‐
ours ourselves and the other.

That is where Saint Paul’s words matter:

“Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your
minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God — what is good and ac‐
ceptable and perfect.”

And perhaps this is precisely what Jesus means when he tells Peter: “You are
setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”

A Messiah should win. A Messiah should triumph. A Messiah certainly should
not be crucified.

But Jesus is teaching Peter — and us — to see differently. Following Christ
means allowing God to renew our minds and reshape our desires, so that we be‐
gin to recognise what is truly good.

Jesus asks: “For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit
their life?”

It is possible to gain a great deal and still lose something more important. We
can gain money and lose our peace. We can gain popularity and lose ourselves.
We can win an argument and damage a relationship.

So perhaps the question is not simply: What can I gain?

But: What is God teaching me to desire?

Jeremiah had to discover that painfully. Peter had to discover it slowly. And we
learn it over a lifetime.
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Sometimes we will be like Peter and get it wrong. Sometimes we will be like
Jeremiah and tell God we have had enough. But Christian discipleship does not
depend simply upon our own courage or determination.

That is why what we do here this morning matters.

In this Eucharist, Christ does not merely tell us to take up the cross. He gives
himself to us. The one who asks us to give our lives in love is the one who first
gives his life for us.

Saint Paul tells us today to “present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and
acceptable to God.” Here at this altar, we receive Christ’s self-giving love so
that, little by little, that same love can become the shape of our own lives.

So perhaps our prayer today can be very simple:

Lord, renew my mind. Teach me to recognise what is good. Give me the courage
to follow you when faithfulness is costly.

And deepen within me the desire of today’s Psalm:

“For you my soul is thirsting, O Lord my God.”
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