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Proper 19, Year B 
Sept. 16, 2018 
Saint James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
There’s a bridge in Selma, Alabama 
Called the Edmund Pettus Bridge. 
And it’s said 
that with the exception of the Concord Bridge, 
where the American Revolutionary War began, 
no bridge in America 
marks an event as historically momentous 
as the Edmund Pettus Bridge.  
 
It was on March 7, 1965, 
a Sunday,  
that about 525 people began a 54-mile march 
from Selma to the state capital, Montgomery. 
They were demonstrating for African-American voting rights.  
But on the outskirts of Selma, 
just as they crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge, 
the marchers were assaulted by heavily armed state troopers and deputies. 
 
The assault was captured by television cameras. 
That evening, ABC interrupted its programming  
to show scenes of marchers being attacked by dogs  
and beaten by police. 
 
In a stroke of irony, the program that was interrupted  
Was Judgment at Nuremberg,  
a documentary about Nazi war crimes. 
The nation was outraged. 
Within 48 hours, demonstrations in support of the marchers  
were held in 80 cities around the country.  
Thousands of religious and lay leaders, 
including Dr. Martin Luther King, 
went to Selma. 
It marked a turning point in the Civil Rights Movement. 
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The day after the assault on the bridge, 
nn Episcopal seminarian in Boston 
was gathered with some of his classmates.  
They were saying Evening Prayer together. 
They had gotten to the Magnificat,  
that beautiful hymn of Mary 
that goes “My soul doth magnify the Lord.” 
And the seminarian, Jonathan Daniels, 
later recalled that he suddenly found himself peculiarly alert, 
straining to hear the voice of God. 
And then he heard it: 
“He hath put down the mighty from their seat 
and hath exalted the humble and meek. 
He hath filled the hungry with good things.” 
In that moment, Jonathan Daniels knew what he had to do. 
On Thursday, he put aside his schoolwork 
and he caught the bus for Selma.  
 
I want you to think about what that must have felt like. 
How hard must that have been? 
Having once been a seminarian myself, 
I know how hard it is 
to lay aside your books even for a little while. 
Once you’re behind, it’s hard to catch up.  
So let’s just keep Jonathan Daniels in the back of our minds 
for a few minutes 
while we turn to today’s scripture lessons. 
But we’ll come back to Jonathan Daniels.  
 
“Get behind me, Satan!” 
What kind of a thing is THAT 
for a friend to say to another friend? 
Did Jesus really just call Peter Satan? 
 
That’s worse than calling the Syrophoenician lady a dog! 
That’s the harshest rebuke we ever hear Jesus utter. 
And it’s directed at his old friend Peter. 
Peter, who just minutes before in this gospel 
has confessed that Jesus is the Messiah! 
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Peter had just gone to the head of the class, 
because he knew the right answer, 
in response to Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?” 
“You are the Messiah!” Peter had said.  
 
But Peter had no idea what his words meant.  
Peter was limited in his thinking. 
He had yet to realize 
the secret of the Kingdom of God.  
 
Because the kind of Messiah he was expecting 
would come in glory. 
The Messiah he was expecting would lead an army 
to crush the enemies of the Jewish people.  
The Messiah he was expecting 
would not wind up dying a criminal’s death.  
 
No wonder he’s unhappy to hear Jesus saying things like 
“The Son of Man must undergo great suffering. 
The Son of Man must be rejected by the Jewish leaders. 
The Son of Man must be killed.” 
That’s not the kind of Son of Man that Peter is looking for! 
No wonder he rebukes Jesus for saying these things. 
What sort of leader encourages that sort of talk? 
 
But why does Jesus react so sharply?  
Did he have to be SO mean to Peter?  
Peter, for all his denseness, didn’t deserve that, did he? 
Maybe Peter’s words just hit Jesus 
a little close to home. 
 
Remember how, right after his baptism, 
Jesus was driven out into the wilderness 
to be tempted by Satan.  
Satan tempted the fasting Jesus 
to turn stones into bread, to ease his hunger. 
But Jesus wouldn’t do it.  
Then Satan tempted Jesus with all the power in the world, 
if Jesus would just worship him. 
But Jesus wouldn’t do it. 
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Finally, Satan takes Jesus to the pinnacle of the Temple  
and in a taunt that foreshadows the LAST temptation that Jesus would face, 
Satan says, 
“If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down.” 
And we almost hear the words  
that will one day echo in the dying Christ’s ears: 
“If you are the Son of God,  
come down from the cross.” 
 
It’s because he IS the Son of God 
that he can’t. That he won’t.  
 
Yet here stands Peter 
rebuking his Lord for speaking of suffering and death. 
Instead, Peter projects his own desires onto his Lord. 
“Walk tall, Jesus, and carry a big stick!” 
Wasn’t this exactly what Satan had tried to get Jesus to do? 
So this isn’t just about a spat between Peter and Jesus. 
This is a continuation of Jesus’ run-in with Satan. 
And Jesus knows it. And he says so. 
 
For if Peter had succeeded  
in instilling his own ego-driven desires  
into his master, 
he would have talked Jesus right out of his divine mission. 
 
Instead, Jesus turns 
and he challenges all those around him 
just as he challenges us today, 
“If any want to become my followers, 
let them deny themselves 
and take up their cross and follow me.”  
 
It’s interesting that our lectionary pairs this gospel lesson 
with the Letter from James, 
and James’s ongoing concern that we mind what we say, 
and how we say it. 
He compares our tongue 
to a small rudder able to control a large ship at sea. 
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There is great danger in an uncontrolled tongue. 
With our tongue we can at one moment bless the Lord, 
and in the next moment curse those who are made in the likeness of God. 
At one moment Peter can be acclaiming Christ to be the Messiah, 
and in the next he can be Satan’s tool, 
rebuking Jesus for following a path that seems wrong to Peter, 
tempting Jesus, just as Satan did.  
So let’s watch what comes out of our mouths, 
lest we wind up saying something we will later regret, 
but which we can’t take back. 
 
It is not by rebuking the unpopular words of Jesus 
that we somehow get the Messiah that we want. 
THAT Messiah, the conquering, powerful, worldly Messiah, 
is just a fantasy. 
THAT Messiah will not save us. 
 
The Messiah who saves us  
is the one who turns and stands before us 
and challenges us 
to fight the temptation to seek comfort… 
to fight the temptation to seek power… 
to fight the temptation to avoid suffering… 
and rather to deny our selves 
and pick up our cross 
and follow him.  
 
Jonathan Daniels only meant to spend the weekend in Selma.  
But he missed the bus back. 
And as he began to reflect on what his in-and-out trip 
must look like to those who actually lived in Selma, 
he decided he really had to stay longer.  
So he asked officials at the Episcopal Divinity School 
if he could spend the rest of the term in Selma, 
studying on his own, 
and returning to Boston in time to take his final exams. 
 
In May, he went back to school to take those exams. 
But in July, he returned to Selma.  
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He was working on a project 
to come up with a list of local, state and federal agencies 
that could legally help people who needed assistance.  
On the 13th of August, 
he went to the town of Fort Deposit, along with others, 
to picket three businesses. 
They were arrested 
and held in the county jail for six days 
until they were all bailed out. 
After their release, they tried to enter one of the local shops 
but they were met by the shopkeeper 
who told them to leave or be shot.  
After a brief confrontation, 
the man aimed his gun at a young black girl. 
Jonathan Daniels pushed her out of the way 
and took the shotgun blast himself. 
He died instantly. 
He was 26 years old. 
 
Not long before he died, he wrote: 
“I lost my fear …when I began to know 
in my bones and sinews 
that I had been truly baptized into the Lord’s death and resurrection,  
that in the only sense that really matters 
I am already dead, 
and my life is hid with Christ in God. 
I began to lose self-righteousness 
when I discovered the extent to which my behavior 
was motivated by worldly desires 
and by self-seeking.” 
 
If any want to become my followers 
Let them deny themselves 
and take up their cross and follow me. 
For those who want to save their life will lose it, 
And those who lose their life for my sake 
And for the sake of the gospel, 
will save it.  
For what will it profit them to gain the whole world 
and forfeit their life? 
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There’s a bridge in Selma, Alabama… 
But there are other bridges too. 
Bridges that must be crossed at some point. 
Their crossing will not be easy. 
I invite you to spend some time this week 
naming those bridges that you must cross 
if you are to follow your Lord. 


