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Turning points 
Pitt Street Uniting Church, 28 February, 2021 

A Contemporary Reflection by Rev Gareth Thomas-Burchell 

Lent 2B 

Contemporary Reading: Do not retreat into your private world  

by Kathy Galloway (Iona Community); Genesis 17: 1-7, 15-16; Mark 8: 31-38  

This reflection can be viewed on You Tube at https://pittstreetuniting.org.au/spirit/reflections/ 
 

 

When anyone is questioned about the turning points of their life (can you think of 
some?), it could be the turning points of the COVID-19 pandemic, the turning points of a 
sporting event, the turning points of history - it could raise an array of thought and 
debate.  The very mention of the two words provokes serious reflection. Turning points! The 
scripture passages today ring of turning points. 

If ever there is a turning point in the gospel according to Mark, this is it.  The relatively 
comfy Galilean ministry of healing and revealing, has been a trail blazing journey of new 
experiences for the disciples, and Jesus is about to tell them the direction is about to change. 
Change towards the hard road to Jerusalem. 

As for Abram and Sarai, they are living the relatively settled life of retired bliss.  They 
are resting on their laurels of a successful life, when God appears to them, and offers a mind 
blowing change of life - of not only the unexpected promise of having a child in old age, but a 
promise of a nation that would evolve from that event. 

And when God gets involved in their life, there is a name-change as well to mark the 
occasion. They are now named Abraham and Sarah.  Their lives have changed forever. 

In both stories, God interferes and blows away best laid human plans. And we know 
what best laid human plans are like! Bringing the point closer to home, how much do we love 
our own plans, both individual and communal and of the church in particular?   

Those plans have taken time to arrange, they are logical, they are well thought out, 
there have been many committee meetings, there has been much talk and listening, flow 
charts of action have been designed, designated roles for a number of people considered to 
enhance cooperation and teamwork, and even prayer!  All bases have been covered, we think.  

And then … God pokes the divine nose into the best laid plans. Isn’t that what God is 
like? 

When God gets involved in our lives and best intentioned plans, things change, life 
changes, there is a change of direction, there is movement from settled comfort to agitated 
chaos. We have to start making plans all over again. 

https://pittstreetuniting.org.au/spirit/reflections/
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For Abraham and Sarah, their life became a choice between settled retirement - and the 
chaos of nation building.  For the disciples, their life became a choice between localised 
ministry and a wider ministry that would challenge an empire. The Roman Empire. 

Even more, (and I think this is more significant) for them and anyone within hearing 
distance, it was the mind-blowing revelation that the constricted religious practices that were 
owned and controlled by the religious elite were over, and the life and faith building 
experience where eyes and ears are opened, community is built, relationships are restored, 
and God was accessible to everyone without rules and regulations. 

There were many rules and regulations in order for any common person to have 
communication with God. Sacrifices had to be made, money had to be exchanged. Jesus 
changed the rules, changed the direction. It was a turning point for them as they discovered 
what it was like to communicate with God unabated. 

That’s what God does.  God was offering the wide freedom of limitless possibilities over 
the boxed-up limits of human understanding.  To use the advertising idiom, the saying could 
be, “but wait, there’s more!”  

When God offers choice into the big picture, God is asking, “are you with me or 
not?”  God nonetheless remains gracious while we mere humans ask the small question, “Why 
change?”  

For Abraham and Sarah, in their security of a solid superannuation portfolio, their 
question was, “why change?”    

For the disciples, who were having a wonderful time with Jesus; they were popular, in 
their home town, ministry was an amazing success.  Why change? 

With Pitt Street Uniting Church about to embark on a new ministry, we carry with us 
the yoke of progressive social justice based ministry, inclusive diverse worship, cutting edge 
participation in social activism, good standing in the church and community … so the question 
that sticks is, why change?   

Turning points have permeated humanity in all stages for eons.  The trouble for us is, 
God has always called for change and reorientation as life goes on. God upsets everything. (I 
find that rather disturbing, even just saying that!) God upsets everything.  

But that’s what God does.  It seems that God wants us to keep moving, keep learning, 
keep finding new ways to be followers, keep discovering new directions in faith.  Just when we 
think that everything is figured out … God changes everything … God changes our direction.   

Peter did not like that.  Most would agree with Peter. I agree with Peter. Thank God for 
Peter, because he says boldly what most dare not even whisper.  Peter - the one who declares 
Jesus to be the Messiah one moment, and barely a breath later, rebukes Jesus – for his 
declaration that he must head to Jerusalem to suffer and die. Who wouldn’t say that to Jesus 
after this wonderful successful ministry in Galilee?  

For most, the turning point of which Jesus speaks is not agreeable or even palatable. I 
wouldn’t stand it, for starters! And I dare say that many of us think and squirm: why are you 
changing when things are going so well?  
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The smoothly run program in Galilee is far more popular than the vision of 
Jerusalem.  The prospect of continuing the successful is a better prospect than pursuing the 
untried.  If it ain’t broke … don’t fix it! Jesus already knows that the Galilean ministry is tried 
and true, but that is not the total mission of Jesus … the total mission is not yet fulfilled and it 
is time to move on. It is time to turn and face Jerusalem.  

When Jesus starts talking about suffering, rejection, and death, the disciples do not 
want to hear it. And we don’t want to hear it either. Peter taps Jesus on the shoulder and 
motions for a word in private: “Jesus, what are you talking about?  Your popularity is 
skyrocketing. You don’t need to talk about dying.” 

Peter has a good point, as he has already made sacrifices to follow Jesus. He and his 
brother Andrew left a family fishing business. They staked their futures in the belief that Jesus 
was offering something more than just fishing. And paying taxes! 

Up to now everything indicated that they had made a wise decision in following 
Jesus.  Peter watched with approval as Jesus healed the sick, fed the hungry, and told 
wonderful stories about God’s love. As far as Peter is concerned, Jesus was really good. 
Everything was going great.   

Now Jesus wants to mess it up with talk about sacrificing and dying.  Is this not 
contrary to offering life in abundance as we hear in another Gospel? I came to bring life and to 
offer it more abundantly. His ministry is not about going to Jerusalem and suffering and dying! 
Or is it? 

A leader is supposed to keep followers from suffering.  Who wants a leader who leads 
followers to suffering?  Shouldn’t faith make us safer—“safe and secure from all alarms”?  

We come to church, in part, because we hope it will make us happier. If we are 
comfortable with who we are and how we live, then Jesus’ words may not make much 
sense.  Peter took Jesus aside privately, but Jesus tells Peter right in front of the friends and the 
followers.  He starts by calling Peter “Satan,” which seems, I think, rather harsh.  But upon 
further examination, what Jesus is really saying to Peter is, step back and resume the position 
to which you were called, namely, to be a disciple, and to follow me. That is your position. 

I imagine Jesus adding and saying to Peter (this is not in the Bible): “I am going to 
Jerusalem. Are you coming with me?”  Then Jesus gathers not just the twelve, but everybody 
who will listen and says:  “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and 
take up their cross and follow me”.  Jesus has already turned his face to Jerusalem, and he is 
inviting his followers to turn in the same direction as he. 

 

People of God, People of Pitt St Uniting Church and visitors: we are called to turning 
points all the time.  You are about to embark on another one. Another turning point.  

Tomorrow is St David’s Day, so I can’t help but say this: Early in the 20th Century, 1904 
and 1905 to be precise, in the country of my ancestry, a movement of God called the people of 
Wales to change from their apathy and lives of disempowerment and helplessness.   

A young man called Evan Roberts felt the strong calling of God to preach to ordinary 
people out in the streets, about the hope that God could give through Jesus Christ.  
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He was not a person of great education or scholarship, but he had the gift of speaking 
God’s word, to the extent that within weeks, the whole of the Welsh people were flooding into 
churches and chapels. 

Evan Roberts had a turning point that was prompted by God.  What is yours? We may 
be well satisfied and settled in Galilee, to use Galilee as a metaphor. But what is the Jerusalem 
to which you are called and to which you turn? 

To take up a cross, as Jesus did, is to stand in the centre of the world’s pain.  Taking up 
the cross means seeing Christ crucified in every suffering soul and body that surrounds us, 
and pouring our energies and our lives into healing that pain - whatever it costs. 

So we may ask ourselves the questions: 

What is the cross that I take up as I follow Jesus to Jerusalem?  

How shall I die in order to live? 

How shall I lose in order to save?  

Maybe by accepting - against all the lies of my culture - that I will die, and trusting in 
Jesus’ assurance that I will also rise again. Because that is what Jesus has promised, maybe by 
learning what Peter has to learn: 

That the way up is down.  

That the path to victory begins with surrender. 

That Jesus’s version of heroism is steeped in humanity and humility. 

As we move deeper into Lent, shall we protect ourselves with numbness and apathy, 
and be satisfied with our own Galilee?   

Galilee is not the place of Lent. We are called away from Galilee. We are called to 
Jerusalem.  Lent is confessing that we have reached our turning point and we are on the way 
to our Jerusalem. 

God changes our direction, from thinking that we are satisfied, to knowing that we 
want to live a full life, that is beyond our limited world and understanding, to a world of life 
where God is and lives. 

To do that, people of Pitt St Uniting Church and visitors, we will let God change our 
direction and turn us, as we too, join Jesus on his way to Jerusalem, and we turn to ours. 


