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In 1989 I was part of a group from my seminary in Chicago which went to the Middle East.  

While there we spent a week in Egypt and we met the Pope of the Coptic Orthodox Church, 

Pope Shenoudi.  We met him in a face-to face meeting, where he showed us his erudite, 

statesman-like side, and then the next day we were invited to watch as he met a large gathering 

of Coptic faithful in a basement under the then still under-construction cathedral in Cairo.  At 

that meeting the pope was much more a man of the people and spoke to them about the 

practicalities of living as a Christian, and, because this was in the month of March, of living as a 

Coptic Christian in Lent.  For Copts, observing Lent is not optional, and there were questions 

from the floor about what they should and should not eat at this time.  Beans, I remember were 

fine, but not rich meat in stews, and certainly nothing with sugar (and Egyptians love their 

desserts!).  It was really interesting to me to see how very much the father of his people that pope 

was, so that they felt quite unabashed at asking him how he managed to keep the Lenten fast 

when he was travelling, as he often was. 

 

I wonder if any of you have given something up for Lent, and if so what.  Giving something up 

for Lent is a very old Christian tradition, although in the Church of Scotland it is a much newer 

thing, since it was one of the many things which were jettisoned at the time of the Reformation, 

as being “Popish.”  That would be Popish like Christmas, another thing to be rejected.  In more 

recent years we have rediscovered the benefit that there can be in celebrating the birth of Christ, 

and also in marking a season of penitence and reflection, such as Lent.  But it is not compulsory, 

so you don't have to feel bad and beat yourself up if you are not marking Lent in any way.  

However, you may be missing out on a chance to get some backbone into your faith. 

 

Backbone is what the writer to the Hebrews was concerned about.  He writes – well, it isn't really 

like a letter, more of a sermon or a homily – but he writes to people who, he fears are losing the 

fervour of their faith; who are afraid of the suffering which might come to them if they persist in 

being known as followers of The Way, as Christianity was first called; who are not growing 

strong in their faith as they ought.  He writes to them with all sorts of advice and examples drawn 

from Hebrew scripture; he writes to point them again to Jesus, who, just as Matthew showed, is 

much better than anything or anyone who came before.  And he does it so that, as we read today, 

they would lift their drooping hands and strengthen their weak knees.  He wrote to instil a bit of 

backbone in them. 

 

In the early church the Christians needed to have backbone.  The heady days of the first few 

months in Jerusalem, when the believers had everything in common and enjoyed the goodwill of 

all the people soon disappeared.  As the gospel was spread from place to place and region to 

region it was far more common for Christians to be viewed with suspicion, by the Jews, who 



resented what they saw as a distortion of their faith, and by the Gentiles, who did not understand 

the bits and pieces of information about the Christian faith which they picked up.  For instance, 

because the Christians practised the Lord's Supper, when they remembered Jesus taking bread 

and wine- as we will do today – and calling them his body and blood, the rumour was rife in 

Roman times that Christians practised cannibalism.  Pliny the younger writes about this in his 

letters – I had to translate them in my Latin class in school.  And you can understand how that 

would make Christians repugnant to others.  People were a lot less squeamish in those days, and 

the religious practices of the Graeco-Roman religion was not free of blood and gore, but 

cannibalism had always carried a taboo. 

 

So Christians needed to have backbone.  They were likely to be misunderstood at the very least, 

and very often to face physical opposition and persecution for their faith.  In earlier parts of the 

letter to the Hebrews we can see that the writer thinks that they used to have more backbone than 

they do now.  He remembers that they had “Endured a hard struggle with sufferings, sometimes 

being publicly exposed to abuse and persecution, and sometimes being partners with those so 

treated.”  He goes on to say “You had compassion on those who were in prison, and you 

cheerfully accepted the plundering of your possessions, knowing that you yourselves possessed 

something better and more lasting.”  (Hebrews 10:32-34)  

 

But that is not just the situation for Christians back then.  That has a horribly modern ring to it, 

when we think of the suffering that has been undergone in the past year by Christians in Syria 

and Iraq, as Islamic State has made incursions into that region.  Even just this week  IS has 

abducted at least 90 Assyrian Christians, Christians who are part of the oldest church in the 

world, still speaking a version of the Aramaic that Jesus spoke.  No one knows what will happen 

to them, but we know what happened to the 21 members of another ancient church, the Copts 

seized in Libya just a couple of weeks ago.  It was not just in the first century that Christians 

have required to have backbone, it has always been the case and it still is, as much as ever.  At 

times we can feel comfortably far away from such terrors, but we are all one in Christ, and when 

one suffers, all of us suffer. 

 

It takes a lot of backbone to continue to live in a Christian way in the face of such difficulties and 

suffering.  But one thing which gives me hope is that apparently there is a video trending around 

the social media of Egypt and other parts of the Arabic speaking world, which is made by a 

young woman who is a Coptic Christian.  In it she contrasts calls for vengeance with Jesus' call 

for forgiveness, and calls on people to give up vengeance.  Not only Christians but also Muslims 

are listening to her heart-felt message.  She has backbone.  She has put herself out there, with the 

message of Christ, for all to see. 

 

When Mark wrote his gospel, just as Matthew did, he selected and arranged his material so that 

as well as telling the story of Jesus he was giving a message to his first readers.  It seems likely 

that Mark's first readers were Roman, people not familiar with Jewish customs, which he feels 

the need to explain, who lived at a distance from the Holy Land and whose first language was 

probably Latin, not even the Greek in which this book was written.  Mark is a much shorter 

gospel that Matthew, Luke or John, and because of its shorter length, it becomes more obvious 

when a theme recurs time and again.  The theme which Mark cannot let go of as he recounts 

Jesus words and deeds, and the story of his death, is the idea of persecution and suffering.  Jesus 

is always talking about his own suffering and death to come; he warns, as we read today, that his 

followers must deny themselves and take up their cross to follow him.  Taking up your cross was 

no small thing.  It meant being prepared to die.  When James and John ask to sit at his right and 

left in his glory, he talks about the cup he must drink and the baptism which he, and they, must 

undergo, and with the hindsight of readers who know the end of the story, we know he is talking 



about his passion and death.  And then, although the gospel is short, Mark gives a lot of space to 

Jesus teaching his disciples about persecution and suffering which is to come, how they will be 

handed over to various worldly authorities and made to give an account of themselves.  Mark 

differs from the other gospels because he almost ends with the cross.  His account of the 

resurrection is very brief indeed, and we never actually meet the risen Jesus in his pages.   

 

Mark is writing to instil backbone into his Roman readers.  He may have been writing shortly 

after the death of Peter, an event which would have shocked the church in Rome.  He wants them 

to remember that Jesus never promised it would be easy, but that nevertheless it is more than 

worth while to follow in his way. 

 

The Hebrew Christians and the Roman Christians had good reason if they fell back a bit and lost 

their nerve.  Christians who are facing active persecution might think that they had good reason 

then or now, to hide their light under a bushel and keep quiet about their faith.  But these early 

Christian leaders and writers did not think so.  Their point was that Jesus suffered and that our 

suffering for him is also a suffering with him, and brings us close to him. 

 

Put it that way, and suddenly we who are comfortable may find we are missing out.  No one 

would want to face suffering and difficulty if they didn't need to, and our faith does not call for 

us to make martyrs of ourselves, but it does call for us to be ready to suffer if that should come 

our way.  We are called to live lives of discipline and service, not of comfort and self-

indulgence.  Some people can do that of their own accord without needing the framework of 

seasons of fasting and feasting, but most of us could do with a little help to nudge us towards 

working on the disciplines of the Christian life: to growing in prayer, in scripture, in service, in 

giving, in quiet and yes, in fasting.  The disciplines of our faith are not ends in themselves, they 

are designed to help us grow closer to Jesus, who suffered and died for us, and to be ready, 

whatever happens, to continue to follow in his way. 

 

As we gather around the table this morning, we will remember Christians who suffer for their 

faith, and we will ask for the grace to discipline ourselves to share in the life of Christ, even as 

they do.  Amen. 

--- ooo --- 


