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Almighty God, whose Son was revealed in majesty before he suffered death upon the cross, give us 
faith to perceive his glory, that being strengthened by his grace we may be changed into his likeness, 
from glory to glory; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen. 
(Collect for the Second Sunday of Lent) 
 
Jesus began to teach his disciples that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by 
the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. He said all 
this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. But turning and looking at his 
disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, "Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine 
things but on human things." He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, "If any want to 
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” (Mark 8:31-34) 
 

Today’s Gospel passage is one of those ones we find hard to hear, because it tells of the 
conflict between how Jesus and his disciples understood his mission and has Jesus calling his 
best friend Satan. This is the first time in Mark’s gospel that Jesus speaks openly and plainly 
about what is going to happen to him: he tells of the clash that will take place between him and 
powerful leaders, and how that will lead to suffering, death and resurrection.  
  
The disciples were dumbfounded.  They had thought Jesus was going to be the leader of a 
popular revolution, even an armed insurrection, the person who would unite all the people and 
their leaders against the Roman occupiers, and restore sovereignty to the land that God had 
given to their ancestors, Abraham and Sarah.  
  
The idea of Jesus becoming the enemy of their leaders – good bible believing folk, and dying 
after much suffering, was completely inconsistent with their expectations and utterly 
unthinkable—never mind the bizarre idea that he would somehow rise from death three days 
later. They had no point of reference for this: it was inconceivable. 
   
Peter – dear, dear Peter – takes Jesus aside and forcefully tells him –rebukes him according to 
Mark (a very intentional word)– that this will not do. Peter loves Jesus no doubt, and is horrified 
by Jesus’ prediction.  But Peter was also firmly invested in his own hopes for the future; his 
own ideas of what that future should look like.  Jesus’ predictions and Peter’s hopes seem 
incompatible. 
 
Jesus rebukes Peter, telling him he is not seeing things as God sees things because he is 
wrapped up in human things. Then Jesus tells all who would follow him that they must deny 
themselves and take up their cross. “Follow me and die with me” he seems to be saying.  
 
When we speak about denying ourselves (a very Lenten sentiment) we think about giving up 
something we would prefer not to give up. When we talk about “taking up our cross” or “a cross 
to bear”, we usually we mean some kind of unpleasant thing we take on or an unpleasant 
person we have to put up with. This is not what Jesus is saying in this passage from Mark. 
Rather, he is talking about identity, about how his disciples must take on his likeness. The 
Collect for the Second Sunday in Lent points to this when it says “give us faith to perceive his 
glory, that being strengthened by his grace we may be changed into his likeness.”  
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To deny ourselves means to stop seeing ourselves in ways that make us seem important to 
others—and to see ourselves first, foremost and only as children of God, utterly dependent on 
God. To take up our cross means to take on the likeness of Jesus—and to offer our lives and 
all we have in order to faithfully seek and serve Jesus in others.  
  
Jesus tells us to think like God thinks and to see ourselves (and others) as God sees us. As the 
Psalmist says: For he does not despise nor abhor the poor in their poverty; neither does he 
hide his face from them; but when they cry to him he hears them.  (Psalm 22.23) 
  
It takes faith to do this. Faith is a gift of God’s grace—and we can see and feel that gift of grace 
most fully when we behave like we belong to God in Christ. 
 
Two weeks after our Vestry meeting last year, our church, along with all the churches in our 
diocese suspended in-person worship due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  We thought we would 
be shut down for a couple of weeks.  Perhaps, like Peter and the other disciples, we didn’t 
really want to hear the predictions that were ringing in the air.  Weeks turned into six months.  
Plans, priorities and projects seemed to fade before the enormity of an inconceivable situation 
none of us had ever anticipated, let alone lived through.   
 
Yet...within days of the lockdown beginning, we launched a take-out lunch and breakfast 
program to provide a basic, nutritious package of breakfast and lunch food for students no 
longer benefitting from school meal programs, seniors who couldn’t have friends in to help 
them with meals and those who didn’t have homes or kitchen facilities.  We partnered with 
other churches and service organizations which saw meals available for those who were 
vulnerable seven days a week.  Through emergency government funding, donations from 
parishioners, friends and the private sector, St. John’s rallied volunteers to prepare and deliver 
between 100-170 meal packages each day, three days a week, and in order to support local 
businesses struggling with the lockdown, hire a caterer to prepare the lunches once a week.   
Hundreds of hours of volunteer labour were donated, and as word spread through the 
community, others sought to join with us in this effort.  
 
Unable to gather within our beloved sanctuary to worship, we started livestreaming our Sunday 
services.   It was rough around the edges for awhile, but we continued to adapt and adjust and 
were patient.  Many of you, who had never been on Facebook or social media bravely moved 
on-line to join in prayer.   
 
Phone trees were established, regular pastoral updates were made, book studies and bible 
studies and Parish Council meetings were held via Zoom – a video conferencing platform few 
of us had ever heard of before the pandemic.  
 
Easter came just the same, despite our doors being closed.  For Jesus is not to be found in the 
empty tomb, but in the world, meeting his disciples on the road and commissioning them to 
share the Good News.  As the weeks turned to months, we discovered what was true all along 
but had perhaps lost sight of: that the church was not confined to the building known as St. 
John the Evangelist.  We continued to pray, worship, learn and serve in new ways.  You 
continued to care for one another, uphold one another, rejoice with one another and weep with 
one another.   
 
The generous contributions made by you, members of the congregation despite not being able 
to worship in our beloved building were a testament to your faithful support.  We benefited from 
a financial relief package shared amongst our diocese which helped us to end our year in an 
even stronger financial position than we had predicted before the onset of the pandemic.  



Rector’s Charge to Vestry 3 

 

Special projects to improve our facilities were able to go ahead and eventually we were able to 
resume our conversations with community partners about what role St. John’s could have in 
the provision of much needed affordable and supportive housing in our community.   
 
Given the enormous upheaval caused by the global pandemic in 2020 and its residual effects 
we are still experiencing – our Vestry meeting today is being held virtually after all– I do not see 
setting new goals and directions for the coming year.  Our priorities set in 2019 –discerning our 
mission and ministry given our gifts and assets and working on how we invite, greet and orient 
people into the church – remain works in progress.  With our baptismal covenant as our guide, 
we will continue to work on those things undertaken last year: 

 The accessibility audit of our buildings; 

 Improving our environmental footprint; 

 Supporting youth in our community pursuing post-secondary education; 

 The ongoing discernment of St. John’s role in the provision of much needed affordable 
and supportive housing in our community. 

 
Our time in pandemic has kept us physically apart, and has to a certain extent inhibited our 
interaction.  Our worship, our fellowship, our way of hearing and living the Gospel changed out 
of necessity.  In the coming year, as we move out of the pandemic – and I am confident we will, 
as vaccines become available and new, efficacious treatments come on line – we will need to 
take some time to learn how to be together again.  We will need to re-engage with our 
baptismal identity, and renew ourselves in the likeness of Jesus. 
 
In his book God and the Pandemic, bishop and author N. T. Wright reflects: 

“In the first few centuries of our era, when serious sickness would strike a town or 
city, the well-to-do would run for the hills...the Christians would stay and nurse 
people.  Sometimes they caught the disease and died.  People were astonished.  
What was that about?  Oh, they replied, we are followers of this man Jesus.  He 
put his life on the line to save us.  So that’s what we do as well.” (p.3)  
... “(When faced with severe famine, the early church in Antioch did not claim the 
disaster was punishment for sin or a call to repentance, nor did they start blaming 
civic authorities.  Rather) they asked three simple questions: Who is going to be 
at special risk when this happens? What can we do to help? And who shall we 
send?” (p.32) 

 
Jesus tells and teaches us to think like God thinks and to see ourselves (and others) as God 
sees us. It takes faith to do this. Faith is a gift of God’s grace—and we can see and feel that 
grace most strongly when we behave like we belong to God in Christ. 
 
We are blessed beyond measure with our financial resources, our collective gifts as a parish, 
the strong relationship with our diocese and the steady and visionary leadership of our bishop.  
We have all that we need, all that we need, to take on the likeness of Jesus.  We have all that 
we need in God’s grace and in God’s gifts to offer our lives and all we have in order to faithfully 
seek and serve Christ in others. 
  
It is my great privilege to serve with you as we continue to faithfully discern and live out our 
vocation as a community charged with living lives rooted in Jesus. We have been called and 
well prepared by God to do good work and God knows there is work to do.  
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I am profoundly grateful for you all, the saints of St. John’s.  I do not have the words to 
sufficiently thank our wardens, lay staff, parish leadership and each and every one of you.  
When the pandemic struck, each of you in your own way engaged in the stewardship of our 
parish and of our mission.  We have navigated uncharted waters and inconceivable scenarios 
together these past twelve months.  You have been there for me and for each other.  Thank 
you. 
  
Pray that we will move in ways that increasingly allow us to see and feel the gift of God’s grace, 
and to ever more faithfully embrace the likeness of Jesus. 

 


