GET BEHIND ME SATAN – by Dom Anselm Brumwell

James 2, 14 – 18

Mark 8, 27 - 35

In today’s Gospel Jesus asks a very important question: who do you say that I am?  The disciples are asked to think more carefully about the identity of the person they have been following around Palestine.  This question is also addressed to us, and the way in which we answer it will affect our whole life.

If we say, with Peter, that we believe that Jesus is the Christ, the anointed one, the son of God, then we have to act in accordance with this statement: we have to follow God’s way, and not man’s.  And God’s way is set out for us very simply in the letter of James.  He tells us that faith without works is dead.  This is God’s way: it is not enough simply to say that we believe in God; this is simply a mental act, and we cannot compartmentalise like that; we have to do something about it.  

Faith alone is not the way of salvation because, on its own, there is always the risk of hypocrisy.  We must do things, good works, if our faith is genuine. This is the message of the whole Bible.  Think about the parables of the Good Samaritan, the sheep and goats and many more.  In all of them, faith is shown by actions.  The attempt to divide life between Sunday and the rest of the week is definitely not the biblical way.  This is why activities in school such as the soup run, fundraising, the faith and justice group are so important.  These things prevent us from becoming no more than hypocrites, simply saying one thing, yet doing something else. 

As Christians we are to help each other to grow in the love of God, in faith, and to perform good works.  Anyone who prevents this is a stumbling block, an adversary, or literally, Satan.  Jesus calls Peter ‘Satan’, because he is trying to prevent Jesus from carrying out the Father’s will, which is a good work.  Our good works may involve renunciation, of course, for the sake of the Gospel, but we are told that we will be rewarded for this.  Recognising Christ in others inevitably involves some renunciation – it means that we take ourselves out of the centre of our universe, and allow other people to have some of our time, our space, and our attention.  It is also in this way that we will be able to spread the Gospel.  Our works are so often more important than our words, and it is our good works that show our faith in Christ as the Son of God and prevent the slide into hypocrisy.  

The combination of faith and works is the way to salvation.  Faith alone is very risky, precisely because of that great risk that people may say, “you see what he says, but he does the opposite”.  We must do what is right.  If we aim to love God, then we must obey the commandments, and also love our neighbour.  This will mean that our faith is not dead, not in vain.  So remember, faith without works is quite dead.  God’s way, seen in the life of Christ, is that of faith which issues in good works.
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