Today’s Gospel is at the very heart of what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ.  And for that reason—because it’s so important—Jesus speaks very plainly, quite unlike in the past when he speaks in parables.  Today, he speaks very clearly: “I will die at the hand of my enemies and on the third day be raised.  And if you want to follow me, you must be willing to do the same.”  These words must have profoundly touched the hearts of his disciples.  How could it not?  They hear this man that they have come to respect and admire and love suddenly say that he’s going to die, and he’s simply going to comply—it must have roused a lot of emotion.  The very soul of Peter was moved, not just to the point of concern for Jesus, but to the point of indignation!  It was hard for Peter to see the grandeur and the wisdom of God’s plan.  So he took Jesus aside and rebuked him: “How could you think of allowing yourself to suffer and die at the hands of your enemies?  Fight back!  Do something!  Don’t just give in!”  It seemed to Peter that Jesus lacked the courage to fight, or perhaps lacked trust in his disciples to defend him, or perhaps even lacked love for his followers to want to remain with them.  
But Jesus responds with a severe rebuke.  Jesus calls Peter “Satan.”  Surprising, considering just last week, Jesus was calling Peter the Rock.  What changed?  Surely, we have to understand that Jesus was not calling Peter the dark overlord of the bowels of Hell.  And we have to understand that Jesus was not implying that Peter had been malicious in his comments—it wasn’t a conscious act of wickedness.  In fact, if anything, Peter’s words were motivated by genuine love for Jesus—he wanted to protect him and safeguard his mission.  This situation is no different from our own experience—we may love another and have the best of intentions for them, but we might say or do things nonetheless that are just harmful.  For example, we love our children so much, we want to protect them from the bad influences in the world, but a few parents take that to such an extreme that they become overprotective, forbidding their children any experience outside the home, thus causing great harm.  Good intentions don’t always lead to right choices and actions.  Our good intentions need to yield to something greater.  

Jesus understood that Peter was faithful, so he wasn’t rebuking Peter himself, but rather what was implied in Peter’s comments.  In a moment of weakness, Peter was moved by a spirit of the world, not by the Spirit of God.  It wasn’t necessarily an evil spirit, just the moving of his crude human nature to avoid what can be difficult and painful, and to choose what is easy and pleasurable.  In his comments, then, Peter was unwittingly tempting Jesus to yield to that same human inclination to avoid pain and suffering, rather than face it head-on.  Peter had become an unwitting helper in Satan’s plan to wreck God’s plan of redemption, to keep Jesus from the cross and from his victory over sin and death.  
But Jesus says, “[Be careful!]  You are thinking not as God does, but as human beings do.”  

This is the great struggle of all humanity—we think “as human beings do” and not “as God does”—we shy away from anything that’s difficult or painful; we fail to see their value.  We tend to move all too readily away from poverty, humiliation, suffering and death—even as Jesus willingly took those very things upon himself—and at the same time, we all too readily move toward worldly possessions, honors, worldly happiness and the enjoyment of physical pleasure—again, even as Jesus rejects these things and instructs us to do the same.  Jesus teaches us that to follow him, we must put spiritual matters above our worldly concerns.  And he tells us that it’s the noble soul that seeks not first pleasure in this life, but keeps to the way of the cross, humbly accepting in life whatever comes, be it joy or pain.  
Granted, this isn’t an easy thing to do.  Our human nature is weak, and it gives in all too easily to the temptations of pleasure and ease.  But Jesus encourages us, not by making a huge demand at this point, but just to follow him – he’s saying, “Walk along with me!  Just be ready and willing to carry the burden of whatever comes along the way.”  The ultimate goal obviously is to follow Jesus all the way to Calvary and beyond, into the Kingdom.  But along the way, there are two conditions that can never be separated from this goal—they help us to place the proper importance on spiritual matters—deny one’s self, and take up one’s cross.  That’s the heart of Christian discipleship.  These are the only criteria that measure whether a person is a true Christian.  Some may say, “Well, what about faith and love?”  I would say: Aren’t these contained in the denial of self?—when we focus less on ourselves, we necessarily trust more in Jesus, and we focus more on the needs of others, the very essence of faith and love.  So how do we measure up when we apply this test to our lives?  Do we deny our self and take up our cross daily?  Or do we seek too readily after the pleasures and comforts of this world?  
We might begin by asking ourselves if we have bowed to the spirit of the world, much like Peter did today, not thinking as God does, but as human beings do.  Do we focus too much on worldly concerns?     

· Do we allow the little inconveniences and interruptions of daily life to cause us to be uncharitable to others because they’ve disrupted our plans for the day?  
· Do we shy away from those “hard talks” with our children or loved ones because we’re afraid of the confrontation?

· Do we skip Mass or daily prayer because it’s not “exciting” enough or we have “better things to do” or some other excuse?

· Do we refuse to forgive someone who’s trying very hard to make up for their offense? Are we determined to continue to punish them because we’re comfortable being angry with them, or we think they haven’t suffered enough for what they did? 
· Do we think too much of ourselves and selfish gain, refusing to be charitable in our giving of time or resources?  
· Do we see any challenge or difficulty in life as the end of the world, allowing it to overwhelm our thoughts and emotions?  
Jesus says: “Take up those crosses.  Deny those instinctive tendencies to be selfish, lazy, uncharitable and despairing.”  Jesus’ call is to put aside the desires of crude nature; to choose the things that our nature rebels against, simply because they are acceptable to God; to put down self-love; to choose the things that are contrary to our selfish will; to place the good of a neighbor ahead of our own personal profit; to choose duty instead of pleasure; in a word, to say to God with Jesus Christ; “Not my will, but Yours be done.”  

If eternal life is indeed our number one goal in life, and Jesus is our greatest love in life, then we will follow in Christ’s footsteps—misfortune or difficulty or loss will not upset our soul.  They’re nothing to the soul that is set on Christ and on heaven.  I can lose every worldly comfort and pleasure in this world, but I still have the one thing that I live for.  As long as I have Jesus Christ and I follow him, then I have lost nothing.  Though I remember, if I gain the entire world but lose my love for Christ, then I have indeed lost everything.
