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“We follow the way of the cross"
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16 & Mark 8:31-38

 
I want to revisit a story I’ve shared with you before in light of our reading from The Gospel According to Mark.  It’s been many years now since the film Dominick and Eugene played in movie theaters.  I may not do well in providing you with specific details so allow me to share the story with you as I remember it.


Ray Liotta and Timothy Hulsey played Italian brothers in a working class neighborhood of a large city in the mid-west.  Liotta worked as a garbage collector.  Hulsey was mentally handicapped but he worked as a garbage collector too.  They attended Mass at the Roman Catholic Church in their parish often enough for the priest to know them personally.


The film was basically about Liotta’s struggle to care for his brother.  One of the clients along their garbage route was a young couple with a young boy and a baby boy.  As the film progresses over time it becomes apparent that there is domestic violence within the family.


On one occasion, Hulsey witnesses the father pushing his older son down a flight of stairs.  The young boy is hospitalized.


Traumatized by what he had seen, Hulsey is uncertain about what to do.  In a pivotal scene in the film, he goes to the church to pray.  He lights a candle and begins to pray.  High above him is a statue of a Jesus with outstretched arms, nailed to a cross, and a crown of thorns on his head.


Despite his limited mental capacity, it is evident that he knows enough to sense that something had gone terribly wrong.  As he prays we begin to sense his anguish.


In a moment of what I can only describe as righteous anger, he looks up towards the heavens above the head of Jesus and declares:  “I would never do that to my son.”


He turns and runs out of the church determined to protect the young boy’s baby brother.  Convinced that the father will hurt the baby he decides it is best to get the infant out of harm’s way.  Needless to say others perceive his action as a kidnapping.  Many wonder if he is mentally fit.  

But that one statement is what propels the film to its conclusion.  “I would never
do to that to my son.”  


This statement may be seen as a rebuke of God perhaps in the same way that Peter’s statement to Jesus is seen as a rebuke.   Peter’s rebuke of Jesus may seem far out of line, but he is voicing what many of us feel when Jesus begins to teach that the Son of Man must suffer, be rejected, be killed, and be raised. 



In the film, Dominick and Eugene, the rebuke of God by the younger brother may seem far out of line as well, but he is voicing what many of us feel when we look at the pain and suffering in our lives and in our world.  The younger brother is simply more open in expressing feelings that we seek to disguise.


We are reluctant to suffer.  We are wary of rejection.  We fear death.  But whatever pain or suffering we may experience Jesus proposes that the only way out is for us to hele mua, to go forward on our journey of faith through the pain and suffering.  So we embrace that which we fear most (Leader’s Guide – Lent/Easter, Year B, March 5-June 11, 2006, Living the Good News, Denver, Colorado, 2005, page 18). Suffering, rejection, and death are a part of our human experience.


When Peter rebukes Jesus and when Hulsey rebukes God, we see in them our own fears.  We know the truth of suffering, rejection, and death in our own lives.  
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Over the course of the last several weeks we remember the deaths of four individuals.  Though many of us did not know all of them well they nevertheless were a part of our church family.  In each case, the families of each person who died said what became a familiar refrain, "The suffering and pain are gone."

Over the course of the last several months there have been a number of couples who have gone through separation and now divorce seems inevitable.  The feelings of rejection are profound and deep.  The suffering and pain are real.


Whether we struggle with the loss of health or the loss of a relationship; whether we struggle with the loss of our sense of well being and even the loss of a measure of our faith, Jesus challenges us to seize our lives and to transform them.  In this season of Lent we are made aware that he would not only talk about this way of transformation.  He would soon show us as he did the disciples that transformation comes through the way of the cross.


It is a difficult way to follow because the transformation will require that we look deep within ourselves.  It will require a level of humility and honesty that will frightened us.  

We follow the way of the cross mindful of the psalmist's words:  "Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me, (O God), your rod and your staff – they comfort me . . . surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long" (Psalm 23:4, 6). 
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