22" Sunday of Ordinary Time, A

“Do you want to know how I got to be so smart?” That’s the
question a friend of mine was asking me at the end of our conversations.

He and | often spoke about life, prayer, theology, and relationships. |
always came out of our conversations with new insights and truths about
my life. He opened my eyes to things about myself that I either did not or
would not see. He offered me a larger vision of my life. Then he laughed
and asked, “Do you want to know how I got to be so smart.” | always
said, “Yes, tell me,” and he always gave the same answer. It never
changed. It was just one word. It was always the same word. “Suffering,”
he said, “most everything | have learned in life, | have learned through
suffering.”

That’s not what | wanted to hear. | did not like his answer, but | began
to recognize that he was telling me the truth. It was the same truth Jesus
speaks in today’s gospel. Neither my friend nor Jesus are talking about
suffering for suffering’s sake. They are speaking about a different kind of
suffering. It is the kind of suffering that happens when our homemade,
self-created, programs for happiness no longer work.

We all have our programs for happiness. These programs for happiness
underlie the expectations we have for ourselves and others. They are the
illusions that mislead our thinking and seeing. They are the delusions that

we readily accept and refuse to question. Our programs for happiness are



designed to ensure our survival and security, to give us esteem and
affection, and to put us in power and control.

They are how we try to protect ourselves and get what we want. Most
of our programs for happiness focus on love, reputation, success,
accomplishments, predictability, and getting our needs met. They are the
programs of “those who want to save their life.”

Our programs for happiness work fine until they don’t, and there will
be a day when our programs for happiness fail. On that day we come face-
to-face with our powerlessness. We recognize that we are not and never
were in control. We realize that we are unable to save ourselves or anyone
else. On that day we suffer. That suffering can, however, open our eyes,
hearts, and minds to another way, a new, different way.

It is not hard to discover our programs for happiness. Look for the
places of fear in your life. I don’t mean just any fear. I am talking about
the kind of fear you feel in the bottom of your stomach, the kind of fear
that keeps you awake at night and enveloped in darkness, the kind of fear
that stalks you in the daytime. That fear is telling you that one of your
programs for happiness is being threatened.

Look for example at anger. What are the things that push your buttons
and cause you to react in a way that leaves you wondering where that
came from? Are there some people with whom you seem to have the same
arguments and the same conflicts repeatedly? One of your programs for

happiness is being challenged and is at risk.



Do you ever feel as if you are just out of sorts, all wound up, and not
yourself? Somewhere there one of your programs for happiness is not
working.

In all these examples someone is messing with your program for
happiness. That’s what Jesus is doing in today’s gospel. He is messing
with Peter’s program for happiness. Jesus messes with all our programs
for happiness. He tells us the cross is the way of life. And that makes no
sense to most of us. It doesn’t fit in our programs for happiness.

“God forbid, Lord! No such thing shall ever happen to you,” Peter
says. We might also add,” Or to me.” Peter is trying to protect his
program for happiness. He has his mind set “not on divine things but on
human things.” Peter wants Jesus to be a part of his program for
happiness rather than becoming a part of Jesus’ program for life. How
often do we do that?

In last week’s gospel, Peter confessed Jesus to be the “Messiah, the
Son of the living God.” Now Peter wants Jesus to conform to Peter’s
understanding of what that means. Don’t we sometimes do that? We
believe, know, confess, and pray, and then we expect Jesus to participate
in, support, and give success to our programs to happiness. That’s neither
who nor how “the Messiah, the Son of the living God,” is.

Peter correctly named who Jesus is, but he misunderstood what that

name demands. To deny the way of the cross is to ask Jesus to leave us



and the world unchanged. It means we are willing to settle for moments
of happiness. Christ offers more.

We can never really understand what it means to believe in, confess,
or follow Jesus as “the Messiah, the Son of the living God,” until we
deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow him. The cross is not usually
a part of our program for happiness. It sure was not a part of Peter’s
program. The cross stands as a sign of contradiction to our programs for
happiness.

God does not give us crosses to bear. The burdens, difficulties, losses,
and frustrations we encounter every day are not our cross. They are just
the circumstances of life. Taking up our cross is not how we are made
good, acceptable, or lovable in God’s eyes. They are not God’s
punishment for our sins or his test of our faithfulness. The cross does not
justify our sufferings in this world, it transforms them.

To deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow Christ means that we
are willing to let go of our self-created programs for happiness. It means
we are willing to exchange our programs for happiness, and abundant life,
and forego “the taste of death.” That’s what my friend has learned and
that’s what Jesus is teaching Peter and us.

My Dear Brothers and Sisters,

What are our programs for happiness? What will we do with them

today? Tomorrow? The next week? Do we want to live, or do we just want

to try to be happy? Let’s get smart. Amen.



