Prayer: Heavenly Father keep us ever mindful, that, the words of the scripture were not written only for those who have gone before us, but for us gathered here today as well, so that we may believe in Him who raised Jesus our Lord from the Dead for our salvation. Amen.

“The law brings wrath, but where there is no law, neither is there violation.”
Once an American, intrigued by the generous hospitality of the Pakistani people decided to visit Pakistan. He got out of the airport and took a cab to his hotel.  And as the chatty cab driver drove along pouring out his Pakistani hospitality and caring less for the red traffic lights as he did so, the American trembled in fear. After two consecutive red traffic signals that the cab driver broke with complete ease, the American inquired in fear and rage, “Why do you not stop at the red light?”  The cab driver responded with pride, “sir, please, no worries, me, Lion!”; Of course referring to his bravery.  This went on for another two intersections, each time the cab driver referring to himself as the brave lion. And then, suddenly, at the next intersection when the traffic light was green, the cab driver brought the cab to a screeching halt.  The American was totally puzzled, and said, “But this is green light, why have you stopped?”  And the cab driver responded with a tone of wisdom in his voice, “Sir, the other lions!”  
Yes, my friends, even at times when there is no law, there can still be violation; the violation of the worldly conventions.  
I believe today’s Gospel message is all about that violation. I often find that Christians take great pride in not being under the law. I must have heard hundreds of sermons on how we Christians are no longer bound by Moses’ law; how we are justified by grace and not by works; how Jesus has died for our trespasses and raised for our justification; all that good theology that you learn in good seminaries which help you get through Ordination exams. But I wonder if that pride is like that of the Pakistani cab driver who knew he was safe to break the law of the land as long as he did not challenge the convention of the land.  
How many of us Christians today are able and willing to challenge the conventions?  Peter certainly was not willing to challenge the conventions.  He knew that if Jesus’ movement was to seek an impact on the religious life of his fellow Jews, then it was necessary to remain within the conventions of the Jewish faith.  The convention was that you did not pick a fight with the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes.  The convention was certainly that you did not make claims of your entering God’s glory as God’s resurrected son! And even if you did strongly believe in that kind of stuff, you at least took care and did not share such an unconventional belief in public!  To such a concern of Peter, the rock on which our church is founded, Jesus emphatically responded, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”  
I should perhaps just pause here for some reflection. So what is Paul saying to the apostles and what is Jesus saying to his disciples, not only are we not under the law but we are also not under the conventional wisdom? In other words, not only does the law bring wrath but so does conventional wisdom?
Friends just think about it, this is totally suicidal.  We could be like the cab driver and consider ourselves not bound by the law, but then considering ourselves not bound by the conventional wisdom is a sure recipe for death.  Those coming into the intersection from the right and the left are certainly going to hit us head on.  And if you suggest safety by following the law, then being not bound by conventional wisdom will still produce the same result. And if we followed both, it will be practically impossible to be on the road heading anywhere! So violating both the law and the conventional wisdom, as Jesus and Paul seem to suggest, is definitely asking for suffering and a sure death!
Unless of course death did not matter! We could be fearless, ever mindful of Paul’s words, “Where O death, is your victory?” Where O death is your sting?” But the fact is that death does matter. It is real. Human pain is real. And those who have seen the pain of death, especially that caused by bearing Christ’s name will tell you how painful it is to know that such a painful death could easily be avoided by following the conventional wisdom and shying away from Christ’s name.

In 2001, in the city of Bahawalpur in Pakistan, terrorists entered the Roman Catholic St. Dominic Church where the protestant congregation was worshiping.  Yes, in Pakistan thankfully we believe in the one holy catholic apostolic church, recognizing that the division exists not as a lack of our faith but as a manifestation of our brokenness.  Anyhow, the terrorists had sprayed the congregation with bullets, as a result of which, 17 faithful lost their lives that day, including the priest Immanuel Masih. Yes, it is no less a sign of God that he not only bore the name of Christ, masih, but also Immanuel, God with us.

I remember reaching Bahawalpur with a group of Christians from my hometown within few hours of this massacre. Blood and human flesh was splattered all over the place. The altar was washed in blood too. There were many who were in the hospital suffering from serious wounds. One of the more serious victims was my second cousin who lost a few digits and some parts of his internal organs. The suffering that day was real; it was not intellectual, or perceived, or emotional; it was real in every sense of the word real.  I will never forget the power of the Holy Spirit that day when we all gathered in the evening in that same church still stained with blood and human flesh to worship the very Christ Jesus, following who had caused this massacre.  At that time there was no Roman Catholic and no Protestant, no Pentecostal and no Salvation Army; we were simply those who had decided to follow Jesus, publicly and visibly carrying on us the blood of the martyrs.  
Satan was real that day; death was real that day; suffering was real that day; Christ’s promise of losing life was real that day; and Christ’s promise of finding life was real that day.  It was not an exciting intellectual moment.  It was the real presence of the blood and body of Christ.  
That day we had no time, energy, or even the pleasure of engaging with the theological issues of taking up our cross and following Jesus.  That was not the time to even consider the meaning of the cross. The meaning was splattered all over the walls of that Church.  Death was painful.
And it was perhaps that day when I understood why the Christian believers for till about 200 years after Christ did not use cross as their symbol. Perhaps it was too painful. Perhaps we needed time to heal the memory of that painful event. And perhaps that is why today when we have the luxury of being so distant from the pain of the cross that we can use it as a symbol of our salvation. We can theologize over its meaning.  We can make it an object of our artistic expression.  
What I love most about our piece of art right here in our church is that it is made up of bee hives.  I just love it, for it tells me that bees can go out and enjoy the beauty of the flowers and their taste and their heavenly aromas; they can help pollinate new beauty; but, at the end of their consuming all the riches of God’s creation, they come back home. In this case, to this cross, which, is their shared living; ironically, to create sweet honey on the symbol of death.

That is what our Gospel lesson is today: not being bound by the law and not being bound by conventional wisdom will definitely cause suffering and death.  The suffering will not be imagined or symbolic, it will be real in every sense of the word real. We will lose our life for sure. There is no question about it. That loss will be real. Yet, it will be sweet, for we would have opted for divine things and not human things; we would have opted for salvation.  

The message is pretty clear. The question for us this lent however is, do we have the faith of Abraham to help us not shy away from the name of Jesus?  Will we continue to live with the illusion that life will always be surrounded by beautiful bright and sweet flowers, or would we come to terms with the reality that at the end of our consumption of all things divine, we have to return home to make the symbol of real pain sweet with our collective willingness to follow Jesus. Not as a body divided into many churches, but as one body of Christ, the Holy Catholic, and Apostolic Church who dies for our sins and is resurrected for our salvation.

May God give us the faith sufficient to truly carry our cross and follow Jesus.  Amen!  
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