
One of the most popular tourist attractions in the United States is the Grand Canyon.  When I was there about 10 years ago, the place was packed.  More people speak foreign languages there than English it seems.  Signs are written in German and I’ve never seen that any where else in this country.  The Grand Canyon just seems to attract people from all over the world, who are drawn to this place to see the awesome beauty and power of nature.  And all through the park there are trails and places created so that you can see the wonder of it.


What’s interesting about the Grand Canyon however, is that in reality, it is a very broken place.  It is a split, a division in the earth created by the Colorado river.  The Grand Canyon is also a very dangerous place.  There are signs all around on every trail that warn you of the dangers.  You can fall.  You can easily go down the trail into the canyon, but then find yourself unable to get out.  The difference in temperature between the rim of the canyon and the floor of the canyon can be 30 degrees or more.  Water can be very hard to find and dehydration is a constant danger.  The Grand Canyon is a very dangerous and broken place.

And yet still, this broken and dangerous place is one of the most beautiful places on earth.  And I think this is true of most of the beautiful and wonderful places that I’ve been on this earth.  The Grand Canyon, Yellowstone, the Ocean, a snowy winter day.  In many ways these things represent a huge negative.  The Grand Canyon is a division that is so difficult to cross, the mountain a barrier or a wall.  This prairie when it was first discovered was this dangerous wasteland that had to be crossed to get somewhere else.  Snow and ice cause big problems.  And yet we all know that these are some of the most beautiful geographical things that our creation has to offer.

I think this is a pretty accurate and good metaphor for the spiritual life, and especially for our Gospel lesson today.  The goal of spiritual life, or the reason that we are here this morning as far as I am concerned, is to be a part of a healing that brings joy, contentment and gratitude for life.  To see the gift of life.  We come here this morning seeking some kind of contentment.  Some kind of solid foundation.  And the goal of the spiritual life, or church if you will, is to bring that kind of contentment and satisfaction to yourself and to other people.  This is being connected to God to each other in a healthy and healing way.

But in order to find that satisfaction, that joy and contentment in life that is the essence of a relationship to God, it’s pretty much like the Grand Canyon, or the mountain range, or the Ocean, or that beautiful snowy day.  You have to go there and see it and experience it.  You have to go to these the broken places.  You have to go to where there are divisions, or splits.  You have to go to the places that are dangerous.  You have to go to where there are barriers that are difficult to cross.  It might not be a division in the earth, but a division among people or in a family.  The barrier might not be a mountain range, but a deep hostility between two people or two families.  It might not be a snowy icy day, but an icy and cold heart and an ugly disposition.  It might racism, it might be a bitter battle between two people on the job.  Negative, dangerous places are the places that offer the best views of what life is all about.  This is the essence of our message.  Come, we say.  Come to the cross.  Come to the broken place, the division, and the pain and erosion that has caused them.  And there you will find your healing and the joy and contentment of life.  A resurrection is waiting for you there.  This is the whole story of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  It is what we mean by faith and hope and love.  The courage, the gift of broken places.  The body and blood broken for you.

The problem is of course immediate and clear.  We would rather not go there, thank you very much.  And so very often our lives become a kind of dance, where we live and work together and avoid all the broken and dangerous places.  Better not bring that up.  Better not talk about religion.  Better not talk about politics.  I remember specifically my own high school experience.  By the time I was junior I knew just where to go and just what to do, so that I could avoid the people I didn’t want to see.  When you live in a small town, after a while you probably get to know peoples schedules and if you want to avoid that division, or that brokenness you can probably do it for years.  I’ve done it as a pastor for a while.  People talk about walking around on egg-shells.  Life becomes a very fragile dance, trying not to break anything.  Oh we can get along.  But one critical word can blow the whole thing apart and reveal it all as a cover in an instant.  Instand Grand Canyon.  But we don’t want to go there.  We don’t want to go to the cross.  Who does?  Its hard to believe.  It’s hard to have faith.  Its hard to believe that a resurrection might be waiting for us there. So we can dance that awkward dance for years.  Avoiding the broken places.


Well, in our Gospel lesson today, Jesus begins to teach his disciples that its time for him to go the Grand Canyon.  Its time to go to that deep division, that deep split, that dangerous place.  Its time to go to that place of rejection and suffering that we probably all have somewhere in our family or in our relationships with one another.  But Peter of course is like us.  He doesn’t want to go there and he doesn’t want the one he loves to go there either.  He wants a God, or a family, or a church for that matter that can somehow avoid these things.  There are many religions out there that do.  That promise you this kind of comfy and cozy relationship with God and each other where you can avoid the divisions and hositilities that are there.  Many Churches and overly zealous religious people can set you up to think that these shouldn’t be there if you are “really Christian”.  Churches may even be ashamed of the broken places and broken relationships within their walls and so who would like to use God to sort of smooth things over, without really dealing with them.  Without really going there.  Jesus is hard on Peter and he his hard on this kind of life and faith.  He calls it Satanic.  He says if you are ashamed of this word you are ashamed of him.  And we can be deeply ashamed of our broken relationships, hiding them from everyone.

But Jesus didn’t come to smooth over the Grand Canyon.  He didn’t come to fill it with dirt.  He didn’t come to fill in and smooth over the divisions and hostilities that we often have toward one another.  He didn’t come to create some kind of utopian church or family or community where everybody gets along.  Jesus is often so misunderstood.  That is not the kind of family or church or world he came to bring.  He came to reveal the beauty that can only be found in broken places, not smoothed over or hidden, but loved.  A beauty that can only be found among people with deep divisions and hostilities.  A beauty that can never be found in people or communities or families or churches, who don’t have them, or won’t confess them.  
Our relationships, our families, our communities and our churches are just like Grand Canyon.  They can be very, very dangerous and destructive.  You better know what you are doing before you start exploring.  And there are days and times that it is better to just leave them alone.  Just ask my wife.  But these relationships as broken as they can be, are the very places where the deepest joy and contentment in life lie waiting to be discovered.  When you can go and visit for a while and take it all in.

I’ve told this story before, but I remember once sitting down with a family to plan a funeral.  And immediately it became clear that these people and this family were deeply divided and deeply hostile toward one another.  No would speak about their father.  The divisions were too deep, the mountains too high.  There was just nothing to do.  I don’t know if you know what I mean, but there is this silence sometimes at the meeting, or at the table when there is just so much anger and pain that no one will reveal anything.  And I am sure that everyone there was just like Peter.  I was.  I didn’t want to go there.  I wanted to run away.  You could cut it with a knife.  This was very, very dangerous.

Sometimes I don’t make the right move at the Grand Canyon.  But this time I did.  Sometimes you get backed into the corner so badly that you just have to have guts.  So I said, “Well, lets not say anything”.  Let’s just sit here for a while and be what we are.”    And so we did.  We went there to the cross of Jesus.  Divided, angry, hostile, and bitter.  And we stayed and we stayed there and we stayed there forever it seemed.  Utter silence.  Until a girl sitting there who was about thirteen began to cry.  And everyone began to see the view in a whole new way.
You don’t have to fix the Grand Canyon.  The division the hostility.  Just visit and experience it someday.  If you stay there long enough, you will begin to experience perhaps the beginning of God’s healing there.  Amen.

