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A few years ago Italian theoretical physicist Carlo Rovelli  
 wrote a tiny little book called Seven Brief Lessons on Physics.  
  It’s based on a series of articles that were published in the Italian newspapers. 
In plain language it describes some of the ideas behind  
 the extraordinary revolution that has taken place in recent years in physics.  
In the introduction, Rovelli explains  
 that he wrote the book for non-scientists  
  to help us better understand the world,  
   but also to “reveal to us just how vast is the extent  
    of what is still not known.”i  
     The book became a best seller.  
 
Learning how much we don’t know  
 is one of the most important aspects of a complete education.  
Such awareness, though, most often comes  
 only after we have spent years learning as much as we can.  
For most of us education is a given,  
 and if we are lucky higher education is a given, too.  
For much of the rest of the world education is a luxury,  
 the way out of poverty, a commodity parents long for  
  for their children so that they can have a better life. 
 
Throughout its history the Presbyterian Church  
 has sent out missionaries who were  
  doctors, nurses, farmers, builders, and pastors.  
   Without exception, all of them were teachers.  
The Church has founded elementary and secondary schools,  
 high schools, colleges, and universities around the globe.  
The public school system abroad and in the United States  
 is the result of the 18th century Sunday School movement  
  joined by us and other mainline denominations,  
   who wanted to ensure that anyone could read the bible.  
Many nations owe their literacy levels to churches  
 who felt that education was the best and finest thing  
  they had to offer in the name of Christ. 
 
That is still true. Take just a glance at the bulletin today  
 and you will see that the PCUSA is part  
  of an extensive education ministry in Bangladesh  
   at every learning level.  



2 
 

In Guatemala BPC supports efforts to combat illiteracy,  
 classes on topics that help combat poverty,  
  and seminary education for pastors  
   and community and church leaders.  
In Malawi gifts you have given provide direct scholarships  
 for secondary students and nursing students  
  and even one medical student preparing to become an OBGYN  
   in a nation where maternal and infant death  
    is still heartbreakingly high.  
Our ministry dollars are doing that,  
 Not the denominations, ours, day by day by day. 
 
We know that education can make all the difference in life,  
 and many of us in this room are teachers, 
  as is every person who has ever raised a child. 
I have never liked the snarky joke that goes  
 “Those who can’t do, teach.”  
  I much prefer the bumper sticker that says  
   “If you are reading this, thank a teacher.”  
Inexplicably to me we seem to be entering  
 an era when expertise and knowledge are suspect,  
  and being well-educated makes one a target of derision.  
Despite this, most people still agree  
 that education is vital and that those who provide it  
  have a great responsibility.  
No wonder James is bold to say 
 “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers and sisters,  
  for you know that we who teach  
   will be judged with greater strictness. 
    For all of us make many mistakes.” 
It’s an abrupt statement in the letter, 
 not following well from what came before. 
  But it is a way for James to get to the point he most wants to make. 
An educator’s most important tool is words, 
 and words can do great good or great harm. 
James lingers on the harm that words can do, 
 comparing the tongue to a horse’s bridle 
  to the rudder of a ship, 
   even the destructive power of a small fire,  
    which can set a whole forest ablaze. 
He ends with a distressing but honest insight: 
 Unlike his examples of other things  
  that can be controlled if we are careful, 
   no one has come up with a way to control  
    the words that come from the human tongue. 
  They can be a gift, but also a curse. 
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   He does not say it plainly, but one implication is 
    that bad or false teaching lies behind much sorrow. 
That lesson would indeed be a hard one to take home today, if that was all we had, 
 but it is paired with the words of a trustworthy teacher. 
  The most trustworthy teacher, 
   offering his most important lesson of all.          
    A lesson that can heal the harm that words do. 
 
Jesus is with the disciples on the road when he asks them 
 "Who do people say that I am?"  
  a classic rabbinic teaching style. 
   They offer answers. 
    Then he asks them "Who do you say I am?" 
This teaching moment falls in the dead center of the gospel of Mark, 
 a sign that it is important—central— 
  to the good news Mark is trying to give us.  
 
The disciples think they know who Jesus is.  
 Peter of course is the one to speak up. 
  Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ, the one appointed by God 
   to come and set all that is wrong in the world to rights.  
And it's true; Jesus is God's Messiah. 
 But the Messiah Peter has in mind 
  is the Messiah Peter wants Jesus to be, 
        a winner, a man with an earthly kingdom coming to him. 
Peter and the others have no idea  
 that the door to Jesus kingdom is two crossed pieces of wood, 
  the most despicable form of death in the Roman Empire. 
Jesus listens to the guesses, then tries to explain the truth: 
 that he has come to suffer and die. 
  Peter then tries to take Jesus aside to set him straight. 
       No, that's not who you are, Peter says,  
       and gets a harsh rebuke.    
 
"Peter, we, and just about everyone we’ll ever know  
 wants a strong God," writes seminary professor David Lose, 
  "a God who heals our illnesses, provides ample prosperity,  
   guarantees our security,  
        urges our military and sports teams onto victory,  
         and generally keeps us happy, healthy, and wise.” 
But that’s not what Jesus offers.  
 Instead, Jesus points to a God  
  who meets us in vulnerability, suffering, and loss.  
A God who meets us, that is, in those moments  
 when we really need God,  
  when all we had worked for, hoped for, and striven for fall apart 
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        and we realize that we are, quite simply, hurting,  
    incapable of saving ourselves  
          and desperately in need of a God who meets us where we are."ii 
Jesus wants teach us to know God, 
 know and trust and rely on God completely  
  and so he tries again and again to educate us 
   offering the disciples and us the pathway that will get us there: 
The pathway of letting go of a surface, shallow life  
 in order to find a deeper and more vivid life 
  of loving and caring for other people. 
 
 "Here’s the thing,” write David Lose, “We tend to think that life  
  is something you go out and get, or earn, or buy, or win.  
 But it turns out that life is like love,  
  it can’t be won or earned or bought, only given away.  
       And the more you give it away, the more you have.  
 In fact – and as first time parents experience profoundly –  
  only when you love others  
       do you most understand what love really is.  
Likewise, only when you give away your life  
 for the sake of others do you discover it.  
  Somehow, in thinking about how to fulfill others' needs  
       your own deepest needs are met."iii 
 
As with most valuable teaching, it takes time for such a lesson to sink in. 
 There probably are a few people who hear this story  
  and set out on the path Jesus' describes, 
   a path of letting go of things that don't matter 
         in order to find the things that do. 
But for most of us, I suspect, it takes an unwanted circumstance 
 for us to make progress in our understanding of this lesson:   
  the loss of a job or place you loved living,  
   a death, an accident, an assault, 
    helplessly watching a loved one circle in a downward spiral 
     you know that you can’t stop,  
           being forced from your country, or receiving 
       a terrible diagnosis from which there is no turning back. 
Much of the time an old life is wrenched away from us 
 and there in the ashes of what we thought our life was 
  is God, walking with us, holding us,  
       offering a new way of being that turns out to be more real 
    than the life we were forced to leave behind. 
That is the promise of the cross and the God 
 who can only be understood in its shadow. 
 
The first church I served was Covenant Presbyterian in Atlanta. 



5 
 

 There was a young man in the congregation I'll call David, 
  a vibrant 30-something who seemed to me to be  
       the perfect yuppie, an impressive job,  
    a handsome apartment, wonderful friends, plenty of money. 
He gave enormous amounts of time  
 and energy and money to the church.  
I went with him once to help deliver some clothes,          
 I thought it would be a basket but it was a car full, to a shelter 
 and was astonished at how warmly he was received. 
  There was a joy in him that spilled out in all directions. 
So I was both surprised yet not surprised  
 when the senior pastor told with me that David was dying.  
He had AIDS at a time when cures were undiscovered, 
 when most people were unwilling to even be in the same room, 
  with an AIDS sufferer.  
   He doubtless had some cruel experiences.  
Yet here was David, living fully and generously 
 using his time for other people  
  in ways that clearly gave him energy and extended his health. 
In the end he died a very gentle death  
 for which those who loved him were grateful. He simply went to sleep. 
“Loose your life, and you will find it.”  
 "Take up your cross," says Jesus, "and follow me." 
 
The final words of this passage sound harsh 
 the words about his being ashamed of those 
  who having heard his teaching but are ashamed of him.       
   But he never says he will not love them. 
  James was right: words can hurt. 
  Jesus may well be ashamed when we can't let go  
        of lives that are self-involved, but it's because he wants us  
     to experience fullness and joy. 
         I think it is frustration born of love, not anger.  
And that’s where the passage ends, 
 with all us students out on a road with our teacher 
  trying to come up with an answer  
   to the question of who we think he is.   
Meanwhile there are people all around us, everywhere  
 who need help, not questions, 
  and whose need is the very thing  
        that will lead us into life. AMEN. 
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i I happened to read the word “Rovellian” in an article the other day, and had to look it up. That’s how I heard about 
Rovelli’s book and I mentioned it to Robert. A few days later it arrived at my door. 
ii David Lose, from his blog, Dear Partner, found online at http://www.davidlose.net/2015/09/pentecost-16-b-
intriguing-elusive-captivating-and-crucial/. 
iii Ibid. 

                                                           


