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September 20, 2015 

James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a 

Mark 9:30-37      Afraid to Ask 

 

In the gospel of Mark, the disciples are never the faith superheroes they 

should be. They are slow. They are hardhearted. They are selfish. They 

are often scared or confused, or both. They are around Jesus all the time 

but they don’t ever seem to understand him or what he is doing. Jesus 

calms a violent storm and they are stunned. Jesus feeds a crowd of 5000 

and they are indifferent. Jesus teaches them the secrets of God’s 

Kingdom and they say, “I’m sorry, could you explain that again? And 

this time use smaller words.” The disciples don’t get Jesus and most of 

the time, Jesus tolerates their behavior, but sometimes he doesn’t. 

Sometimes he is so exasperated with them he can hardly stand it. And 

that’s how it is in the gospel of Mark. Jesus’ disciples are not the faith 

superheroes they should be. 

In our reading today from Mark’s gospel, Jesus is telling his disciples 

that the Son of Man (aka the Messiah, aka Jesus himself) will be 

betrayed; he will be killed, and three days later, he will rise again. And 

the disciples do not understand what he is saying. They do not get it. Not 
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even a little bit. Jesus has told them, he has made this prediction about 

what will happen to him once before. And he will go on to tell them 

again, a third time. But at no time will it make sense to his disciples. 

The Son of Man, aka the Messiah, aka Jesus, will suffer and die, and on 

the third day, rise again. The gospel says that the disciples did not 

understand--And they were afraid to ask.  They were afraid to ask. It’s 

the second part of the sentence here--that’s important. And it’s what I’d 

like us to think about today. About what happens when we do not 

understand our Lord, aka Jesus; when we do not get who he is. We do 

not understand this path of suffering and sacrifice. We do not understand 

why God chose it. And we are afraid to ask. We are afraid of what it 

means. We are afraid because we think we should know. We are afraid 

because if we admit don’t understand we will disappoint God.  

It’s like the time when I was asked to give a prayer at Midway College 

graduation (now Midway University). And I took my little self and my 

fancy little minister robe up to the college. And I went to the President’s 

office with all the other VIPs. La de da. And I started chatting with one 

of the other ceremony participants. He said he mostly worked with 
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horses and he had just started up a jockey school. And he told me how 

he felt like this was his life’s work. And I thought how great it was that 

there were inspiring teachers like this man. And then we were lining up 

and someone told me that this man was Chris McCarron, and he was the 

keynote speaker. Of course that meant nothing to me. So, I said, OOH. 

Like I knew what that meant. Because I had no clue. And I was way too 

afraid to ask, because I didn’t want to look like an idiot. So there I was 

sitting there uneasy and clueless on stage next to him, a Hall of Fame, 

award-winning jockey, a man who is about as famous as you can get in 

the horse-racing world. 

When we don’t know and we don’t understand, sometimes, we are afraid 

to ask. And I think that’s very true of all of us when it comes to God and 

faith. I have questions. You probably do too. Questions that are not 

easily answered: Like, why is there suffering? And why there is evil in 

the world? And why do people have to die? Why is this life with you, 

Jesus, all about sacrifice? And why do you ask us to forgive people and 

love our enemies? Why? Why is that how this works? If you could ask 

God about anything, what it be?  If no question was too foolish, and 
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there was nothing to fear, what question would you ask? (I invite you to 

think about that now and begin writing down those questions on the 

paper inserted in your bulletin.) 

Jesus tells his disciples that he will suffer and die, and on the third day, 

rise again. This is what will happen to him, aka the Son of Man, aka the 

Messiah. Suffering, death, resurrection. This is how things will play out 

in his ministry. But it doesn’t compute for the disciples, because what 

Jesus is saying is not what a Messiah does. They don’t understand Jesus 

but they are afraid to ask. Because the first time Jesus told them about 

suffering and dying and rising again, Peter spoke up and said to Jesus, 

“NO, God forbid that this should happen to you. Messiahs don’t suffer. 

Messiahs don’t die. Messiahs charge in guns blazing. They conquer the 

enemy and save the day. And this sounds an awful lot like losing, Jesus. 

This sounds an awful lot like defeat. So, God forbid. God forbid that this 

happens to you.” And Jesus turns on Peter and says: Get behind me-- 

Satan. He actually calls Peter Satan. Poor Peter--he was just trying to 

support Jesus. He was just trying to encourage him and pat him on the 

back and telling him everything would be OK--that he wouldn’t fail, he 
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wouldn’t suffer, he wouldn’t die. Get behind me, Satan, is how Jesus 

replies. What a hurtful thing to hear. Peter simply didn’t understand. I 

wish that Jesus had responded differently. I wish he had patiently 

explained: “Peter, this is how things must happen. I must suffer and I 

must die so that I can rise again. So that you can rise again. So that all of 

creation can rise again. I know you don’t get it now, but you will. In the 

meantime, don’t stand in my way.”  

But that’s not how Jesus puts it. And so the disciples cannot ask, they 

will not ask because they are afraid. I wonder how often we are afraid of 

asking questions because we might get an angry response from God. 

When we struggle with life in the face of death. I wonder if there are 

times when we are afraid of what we should believe and what we ought 

to believe. When we don’t understand and we are afraid of what others 

will think and what God will think and what we will think of ourselves. 

What are we too afraid to ask? 

The disciples do not understand and they are afraid to ask. AND SO they 

do what any normal human being would do; they start arguing with each 

other. They do not understand and they are anxious and upset and 
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insecure about all this stuff Jesus is saying-- so they fight about 

something else. You know how that goes. You feel worried about one 

thing, so you have a fight with a friend about another thing. You feel 

anxious about work, so you have a fight at home. You feel sad and lost 

because of the diagnosis from the doctor, so you have a fight about 

getting the car fixed. When we do not understand things, we become 

afraid. And when we become afraid, we get mean. We get panicky. We 

withdraw from God and we try to grab on to something else that seems 

more stable. Something, anything. And it produces conflict and disputes. 

That’s what James says in his letter. It can happen among the faithful in 

the church. When we become afraid. We become afraid of the wisdom 

of the cross. We become afraid of Jesus’ path of suffering and sacrifice 

for the sake of the world. And instead we fight about whose faith is 

greater. About whose church is the most righteous and has the best 

theology and the best attendance and the best building and the most 

wonderful children’s programs and the biggest mission trips. Instead of 

having God’s peace, we have conflict. Instead of having the mercy of 

God’s Messiah, we hope for a different Messiah. One can understand. 
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One who does not call us to suffer or die to this life so we may be raised 

to another. Just like those slow and hard-hearted disciples, we do not 

understand Jesus and we are so afraid to ask. 

Jesus says that he will suffer and die and on the third day he will rise 

again. And the disciples do not understand. But the outcast and the 

marginal understand. The demon-possessed. The leper. The blind men. 

The sick women. The parents of dying children. They understand that 

Jesus is not afraid of them and their suffering. He is not afraid of the 

death that will lead to new life. Some understand that. 

Last week, a group of us went into Lexington to the Sunday morning 

Sandwich Ministry at Maxwell St. Presbyterian. As always it was a great 

experience. We packed up the lunches at the church. Two sandwiches, a 

banana, a juice, and a brownie, plus fresh coffee and lemonade. We 

made 100 lunches and then gave all of them away. We are starting to get 

to know the people who come. Some we know have come from jail. And 

some we know are struggling with addictions. Some we know will save 

a lunch for a friend. Some will save it for later in the week to help make 

ends meet. And some will share their worries about a friend in the 
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hospital. Some will not look you in the eye. Each time we go, I am 

reminded that what Jesus asks us to do is so simple and yet so terrifying. 

Whoever wants to be first, must be last. Whoever wishes to be great, 

must be a servant. To do big things for God, we must do what we do for 

the smallest and the least important. Jesus puts a child in front of the 

disciples and in front of us for a reason. Look, welcome this child and 

you welcome me. The most vulnerable, the most defenseless, the most 

susceptible to suffering. The kid in foster care. The refugee fleeing war. 

The child who goes hungry on the weekend. This is all you need to 

understand. Pay attention to them. Be with them. And you will be with 

me. 

When it comes to faith, we may not always get it. We may not fully 

understand the wisdom of God. We may not comprehend the whys or 

the hows. We may not get it now. But we should never be afraid to ask. 

It’s OK. God can take it. God can take our questions and our doubt and 

our fear and our hurt. And God will take them all the way to the cross 

and redeem them. If we are ready for God, God is ready for us. If we 

welcome Jesus, he will see his arms are open to welcome us. If we go 
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with him, dying to this world and to ourselves, we will rise again. In 

Christ we will rise again. 


