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24th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B
The Unexpected
Today’s Gospel reminds me of the four fathers who were waiting in the hospital as their wives were delivering.  The nurse entered the waiting room and told the first father, “Congratulations!  You’re the father of twins.”  “That’s amazing,” he said, “because I work for the Minnesota Twins baseball team!”  The nurse returned later and told the second father, “Congratulations!  Your wife just had triplets!”  “That’s amazing,” he said, “I work at a 3 Musketeers candy bar factory!”  Later the nurse returned and told the third father, “Your wife just gave birth to quadruplets!”  “I can’t believe it!” he said “I work at a Four Seasons hotel!”  At that, the fourth man fainted and dropped to the floor.  The nurse revived him and asked “what’s wrong?”  With a pained look in his face the man said, “I work at a 7-11.”  
Sometimes we do not get what we expect.  The same is true of St. Peter today.  His witness of Jesus as the Christ, or the Messiah, is the center and turning point of St. Mark’s Gospel.  In the first eight chapters, Jesus has performed mighty signs and taught with authority, revealing to us that he is the savior or Israel and the almighty God.  St. Peter confirms the identity of Jesus for us today.  

But St. Peter does not get what he expects.  Right away, Jesus tells them that he must suffer, die, and rise again.  To be the Christ, to be the Messiah means to offer up his life to save our lives.  Jesus will allow himself to be sacrificed for our benefit—so that our sins can be taken away.  St. Peter is troubled by Jesus’ predictions because he does not expect the Messiah to endure these sufferings.  Jesus must remind St. Peter sternly that sacrifice for the salvation of the entire human race is the Messiah’s purpose in life.  
In fact, all disciples of Jesus have the same purpose in life.  Disciples are called to sacrifice by following Jesus on the way of the cross.  The second half of St. Mark’s Gospel, the next eight chapters, pose this very question to the reader: will you follow Christ on the way of the cross?  Will you make sacrifices in your life for your own good and for the good of others?  

As Christians, we know that we are supposed to sacrifice for others, but like St. Peter, sacrifice is still not what we expect.  Even during Lent, when we make regular sacrifices, we can forget why we are sacrificing.  The purpose of our sacrifices in life is to imitate Christ by humbling ourselves, avoiding sin, and helping others to come to salvation.  
Our opportunities for sacrifice usually come in small, unexpected ways.  Staying up late with the baby or a sick child.  Telling somebody at work or school that we will pray for them.  Listening with kindness to somebody who is annoying.  Not speaking badly of others, even when the group is insulting them.  Helping somebody with a job they cannot finish themselves.  Not praising ourselves even when others are doing so.

In so many little ways in daily life, we can imitate Christ by sacrificing.  With a little prayer, we can “offer it up” to Jesus as a pleasing sacrifice.  This week especially, be alert for those unexpected opportunities to imitate Christ by sacrificing for your own good and the salvation of the world.
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