Mark 8.27-38
Blessing of Backpacks and Lunchboxes  
[Invite all students forward, place lunchboxes and backpacks at the foot of the altar.]

We have gathered these students—children, teenagers, adults—and some of their everyday tools together in thanksgiving for the gift of education.  God has called you to be students, God has called you to learn. 

Let us pray:  Dear God, thank you for all who will learn this year.  We seek your blessing today, that your Holy Spirit be on their minds and in their hearts in this new school year.  Help them to concentrate and be diligent in all they do.  Give them joy and a passion for learning new things about your world.  And lead them in your servant ways for the sake of others.  AMEN.

[if backpacks…] Today we bring forward our backpacks and lunch bags, that they may be blessed and dedicated to your glory.   [sign of the cross]  May even these everyday tools that carry our everyday needs—our food and our books, our paper and pencils.  May they all be blessed and dedicated, in your care, your joy and your wisdom.  AMEN.

[students stay here; invite teachers up]

Blessing of the Teachers

Our Lord Jesus, who came among us as a servant, calls us to faith and a life of loving service to our neighbor.  You stand among us as those called to render a particular service, the art and the service of teaching, a gift from God to inspire us to love and good works.  

A reading from Romans:  Just as each of our bodies has several parts and each part has a separate function, so all of us, in union with Christ, form one body, and as parts of it we belong to each other.  Our gifts differ according to the grace given us.  If your gift is prophesy, then use it as your faith suggests; if administration, then use it for administration; if teaching, then use it for teaching.  Let the preachers deliver sermons, the almsgivers give freely, the officials be diligent, and those who do works of mercy do them cheerfully.

[students lay hands on teacher’s heads.]

Let us pray.  God of wisdom, in your goodness you have blessed us with faithful teachers.  By your Holy Spirit give all teachers insight into your Word, holy lives as examples to us all, and the courage to know and do the right thing.  Strengthen and comfort them this year when times are tough, rekindle their passion for education when their spirits are down, and make them witnesses in all they say and do to your grace, mercy, wisdom and love.  Go with them now, in Jesus’ name.  AMEN.

Almighty God, guide, bless and keep us all, that we may be faithful stewards of the gifts and abilities we have each been given; that we may be faithful in the various ministries to which we have been called.  AMEN. 
Our Vision Statement here at Shepherd of the Valley, raise your hand if you know it….
“Extending God’s welcome to all we meet along the way.” 

Our gospel lesson is a conversation that happened “along the way.”  Jesus and the disciples have been all over the place.  Among Jews, among Gentiles, among women, among children, among Samaritans, among the sick, the possessed, among the Pharisees.  AMONG.  Along the way.  In the thick of it, Jesus stops and asks a critical question, that gets them re-centered.  

We’re well “along the way” too.  In the thick of it, among all sorts of ministry.  I know that’s true for your personal lives.  From the moment we’re born to the moment we breathe our last breath, we’re on a journey.  But we’re also well on our way as a congregation.  We’ve been doing ministry in and around this church for a long time.  Raise your hand if you’ve been here over two decade, one decade, last 5 years…

Some have served on church council, some have been faithfully visiting the sick and homebound for years, many more years than I’ve been a pastor.  

Even at the beginning of a new school year, a message about starting out, blasting off as if nothing’s happened yet, embarking on a new journey, wouldn’t make a whole lot of sense because most of us have already been on the road with Jesus for so long.  We’re already following, trying our best to be faithful.
You know, we’re in an interesting place here at SVLC and we’ve got some big decisions to make as a congregation and a council, now that we’ve paid down the mortgage.  For years I understand the focus has been on paying off the building, tending to our needs first with the hope of turning inside out once that mortgage is done.  This is holy stuff, by the way, it’s not just paying bills.  Now it’s done, and so we need to think together about “How will we be a church in this world that is blessed?”       

See, we’re deep into the thick of it…like the disciples were, deep in the midst and the life of all this good ministry—Worship, Education, Inreach, Outreach, Sunday School, financing—and Jesus stops us, “along the way,” breaks in mid-ministry, and says hey!  Who do you say that I am?  And sometimes we too can loose focus, loose the center, sometimes we can get fearful and fall back on triumphalism.  That’s what Peter did.  “You are the Messiah,” he proclaims.  Is he wrong?  But Jesus tells him first to be quiet about that, and then he even rebukes him.   
This is why:  Jesus is all about emptying himself in courageous service to others.  Say with me. --^  And as a strong and desicive leader, that’s where he’s calling his disciples to be too:  all about emptying ourselves in courageous service to others.  But Peter’s tone is that of bragging.  “Ha, ha, na, na—we get it Jesus, even if others don’t, we win, you’re the Messiah, you’re on our side.”  Might sound childish, but it’s easy to get like Peter.  We Lutherans love our theology – grace apart from works.  I’m proud of this.  Honestly it’s not something you find readily in other religions and frankly even in other parts of Christianity.  Or maybe some of us have the tendency to get a little triumphant about not just Lutheranism, but Christianity all together.  “We’re the best, the chosen of God, na, na, we know that we’re really God’s favorites.”  Triumphalism.  “You are the Messiah.  Na, na!”  These are traps that we can fall into with Peter.
But thank God, Jesus calls us on our pride!  Thank God, Jesus pulls us too out of our self-centeredness and arrogance!  Thank God Jesus breaks in while we’re “in the thick of it,” while we’re mid-ministry, along the way and brings us back to emptying ourselves in courageous self-giving love and service to the others.  JESUS brings us here, to self-giving love and service.  WE can’t get there on our own.  All we can do is trust, open ourselves, open our hands and our hearts and Christ takes it from there!  Jesus will take us to new places, sisters and brothers of the cross!  This week, Jesus is that abrupt, even harsh voice that interrupts us mid-ministry, and clarifies the vision—the vision is that we empty ourselves, even in the face of death!  I’m not sure why all the disciples didn’t just abandon Jesus right there.  He’s yelling at us today friends, and then he’s telling us to give up everything and follow. 
And I say, thank you God!  This is what it means to loose our lives.  This is a bold message from Jesus today, and thank God.  Jesus asks us to take up our cross and follow.  
I want to say something about the cross we bear:  Some have been told that the “cross we bear,” the cross that Jesus tells us to pick up are all those struggles in our lives.  For example, some have even been told by ministers and priests that enduring the blows of their violent husbands is simply one of many crosses for women to bear.  This is bad theology.  This is wrong!  Whether it’s abuse at home, chronic illness in the family, a bad turn of events—these are not crosses to bear.  Sometimes terrible things happen, for no reason at all—and God grieves right along with us when they do.  God cries.  Jesus wept, remember?

The cross that we bear…is the cross that was imprinted on our foreheads when we were baptized.  “Sealed and marked…” 

Bearing this cross is both an absolute gift and a burdensome responsibility.  Bearing this cross, we step out in peace and in faith and in full confidence that God goes before us in this time.  The resurrection is real, and it’s happening all around us, even when we loose sight of it, get distracted, lured by power and possibility of triumph or dominance.  Even in the thick of our ministry here at SVLC – Christ is our compass, guiding us to make bold decisions, sacrificial, joy-filled, bold decisions with our money, with our time, with our whole lives.  Christ centers us on emptying ourselves today.  And in the emptying paradoxically, unexpectedly, wonderfully…in the loosing of our lives, we FIND, we GAIN, we are REDEEMED, and we are FREE!  THANKS BE TO GOD!    AMEN.
