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Publishers Warehouse sends out millions of advertisements announcing: ‘You are a winner!’  Only elsewhere in the advertisement are the words ‘could be’ used.  Advertisers know that to get our attention it must appear that we are successful.  The approach however – in most cases – only works one time.  Then, because we know that it isn’t real, we dismiss it.
Our Gospel story from Mark shows us what happens when it appears that Jesus and the disciples are winners, and contrasts this appearance with what happens when it appears that Jesus and the disciples are losers.  The difference is dramatic.

The disciples are stuck in the world created by their religion and culture.  They can’t get beyond this world to see another reality…the world and people that God creates.  God’s creation isn’t dependent upon success or failure because the focus is on relating personally.  That is, a love that is shared without regard for self because the one sharing love knows that they are already receiving love.

Our first reading from Isaiah reflects this knowing.  The servant of God is mostly unaffected by the abusive punishment that is heaped upon him.  The suffering servant, as the character in this reading is called, knows that he is personally sustained by someone greater than those who are calling his identity into question.

Fear short-circuits our knowing that we are loved by another, and leads us to tell lies, blame others, or withhold truth so that our and the institution’s good name can be protected.  So, we hear Peter, initially gleefully tell Jesus that he is very popular.  More, he is the anointed one of God.  Then, moments later in the story, he reassures Jesus that nothing bad could ever happen to him.  Implicit in his reassurance to Jesus is the fear that he will be seen as a failure rather than a success.
That Jesus is acknowledged as the anointed one is wonderful.  The accolades are grabbed and stored, however, by the disciples and applied to shaky and fragile self-images.  That Jesus is to be put on trial for blaspheme and sedition, found guilty, and crucified is too much for the shaky and fragile self-images of the disciples for them to be able to hear and accept.  That this is true is verified by the disciples of Jesus who scatter in fear when he is arrested; or who lie that Jesus is not a friend.

It is only when each of them knows personally that they are loved and that they are sustained by this personal love, that they discover a transformation happening.  (The church calls this the Pentecost event: the Holy Spirit breathed into the disciples.)  It doesn’t mean that fear will not hold them hostage in the future.  Fear does.  What it does mean is that they more frequently know that they are sustained by a love that is beyond them.
Our receiving Communion is an important reminded that we too are personally sustained by a love that is beyond us.  It is a reminder that being personally sustained by a love that is beyond us, frees us to live in community with other people…servants to others as God is servant to us.
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