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THE CALL TO PROPHETIC TRANSFORMATION


For every human  being who comes into the world, God has a  purpose to which he or she is called. This is what Christians and many other people of faith believe. Given love and nurture, people grow into the expectation of becoming capable of contributing to their own wellbeing, as well as to that of the community that they belong to. But life is very complex, and often it is not easy to give the gift that one has to give. Take the prophet Jeremiah for example. Jeremiah is a member of the priestly caste of Israel who makes himself persona non grata among his peers by playing the prophet – by describing to them in over and over again and in graphic language how they are behaving in idolatrous ways. He warns them incessantly that their willful blindness to the injustices they perpetrate will ultimately result in their downfall and captivity at the hands of their enemies. Jeremiah is scorned and reviled by his fellow priests, and consequently ignored by the king and his courtiers. And so, Jeremiah complains to the God whose message he proclaims that, while he did what he felt called to do, God did not protect him. The faithful Jeremiah, who cannot not speak God’s word, questions God’s faithfulness to him!

The Apostle Paul, in his Letter to the Romans, treats the same phenomenon of being scorned by the worldly powers for seeking to do the will of God, for in fact that was what was happening to followers of Jesus. In Paul’s case, the emphasis is on the difference between the ways of the world and the ways of the reign of God. The disciples are exhorted not to conform to the world, but to be transformed by the renewing or the re-orienting of their minds (we might say of their priorities) – so that they may discern the will of God in the work they are called to do – whatever that work may be. 


Jesus too in today’s gospel passage, like Jeremiah and Paul, recognizes that his own prophetic message will ultimately bring him punishment for publicly speaking truth to power. Peter - whom I have come to see as a sort of every man or every woman of good intentions who ever lived and struggled with life – this Peter refuses to accept Jesus’ reality when Jesus speaks of the cost of prophetic transformation. Peter cannot accept that the way of Jesus will not be without risks or suffering. He does not accept that building a community of faith and love in a world he does not control will be slow and often painful. And guess what? Neither can we! Just look at our groaning and the spinning of our heads as we come off the ideological merry-go-round of the political conventions cycle! Peter’s reaction to Jesus’ assessment of reality is visceral, and he wants to punch back. But Jesus insists on making clear the cost of discipleship - the cost of being transformed in order to help transform the world. “Take up the instrument of your own death and follow me,” he says! “Those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”

The transformation Jesus is calling us to means we do not walk on Easy Street, but are compelled to march down the streets of economic exploitation and marginalization; we are compelled to seek and demand new means of exchange through which all may prosper. We must enter the halls where unjust policies are crafted  to voice the concerns of the disinherited. We must visit those in prison while also dismantling the system that locks away so many. We must welcome strangers, even those we may consider scandalous, or with whose ways we may have no affinity – accepting even confrontation and protests. Such opening of doors and hearts and new possibilities may invoke our discomfort, even suffering and beyond. Such, it seems, is the way of the Jesus we follow – the way of transformation. Why? BECAUSE – divine things are not ethereal – floating above the mundane, but are those things that involve a vision of justice and liberation, compassion and mercy. And the ones who really know who Jesus is are those who, like him, are willing to bear the burden of suffering to make that vision real.

What then is the meaning of the cross? I believe that it is this. God’s love and compassion are deeply symbolized by the cross. The cross says “This is how much God loves and cares for all of God’s creatures. The cross is not about vengeance or exacted punishment,  but rather about the cost of building a reign of justice and peace. 
I’ll close with a few key questions posed by anti-racist scholar and activist Ibram X. Kendi in his book, How To Be An Anti-Racist: 
“What if strategies and policy solutions stemmed, not from ideologies, but from actual problems? 
What if, instead of  feeling advocacy, we had an outcome advocacy that put equitable outcomes ahead of our guilt and anguish? 
What if we focused our human and fiscal resources on changing power and policy to actually make society – and not just our feelings – better?

These questions ask a lot of us. They ask us to wrestle with and shift our world view. Yes, the call to transformation is at a heavy price, but it is the way of growth for us all into God’s reign.
