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REFLECTION FROM THE MARKETPLACE 

SEPT. 12 2021 

24 SUNDAY ORDINARY TIME 

The readings this weekend seemed to center on 3 themes that are important in the life of a 

Christian.  The first theme seems to deal with the importance of faith and the importance of 

works in the life of a Christian.  The second theme deals with what is the public opinion of who 

Jesus is and what is our personal opinion of who Jesus is.  And the final theme is that of what are 

the three main responsibilities of those who would call themselves followers of Christ. 

One day I was out in rowboat with my grandfather.  I was about 8 yrs. old.  He had been rowing 

for about a ½ hour when I asked him to let me try rowing the boat.  We exchanged seats and I 

took both oars in my hands. Sticking the oars in the water, I first noticed that getting them to 

work together wasn’t as easy as it looked when my grandfather did it.  I was only able to get one 

oar at a time to row.  I quickly realized using one oar at a time, then the other, that all I achieved 

was getting the boat to go around in circles.   

There is an old  parable about  a man in a rowboat attempting to go forward.  One oar is labeled 

Faith and the other oar was labeled Works.  The oars are symbolic of our lives as Christians.  If  

one pulls only one oar at a time, they will get nowhere.  Their boat (i.e. life as a Christian) will 

simply go around in circles.  However, when they row with both oars together (faith and works), 

then they can move ahead.    

In the second reading this weekend, St. James stresses how these two, faith (i.e. what one 

believes as manifested by their religious practices)  and works (i.e. what one does because of 

what they believe), must work together in the life of a Christian.  If they are not working 

together, if they are not both important in the life of the Christian, then that life is spiritually 

lopsided.    

In the gospel today Jesus asks the apostles and the disciples (and us): “who do people say that I 

am”.  In other words what is the public’s opinion of him.  Then, he asks them what is their 

personal opinion of him.   

If you asked anyone on the street today, who is Jesus, for sure,  we would get a variety of 

opinions.  We might get opinions like: he is the Son of God, he was a miracle worker, he was a 

revolutionary, he was the founder of a religion, and so on.  But, if we then asked them, who is 

Jesus for you, we would probably get a whole set of different answers.  Answers perhaps that 

range from questioning blank stares, to:  “my God”, “my personal savior”, “my friend”, “my 

brother” or perhaps in many cases just long pauses.  Of course, in the final analysis, the question 

is always going to be a personal question that each of us has to answer by ourselves.    



2 
 

It has been my experience that that answer-“Who is Jesus for you”,  is not just a one-time 

response.  If we are personally involving ourselves in this combination of faith and works, that 

James speaks of, then our answer to that question, is always going to reveal to us, a deeper and 

deeper understanding of who Jesus truly is.  As it was for his first disciples, our faith journey will 

always take us into a deeper and deeper realization of who Jesus really is.  Our answers will not 

be so much about a “definition” of who Jesus is, as it will be about our relationship with him.         

The final theme in our readings this weekend seems to center on the three-core responsibilities  

of those who would be seek to be followers of Jesus. They must be willing to “(1) deny 

themselves, (2)take up their cross, and (3) follow Jesus ”   

To deny oneself, to put oneself last is not an easy thing.  I think it takes a lifetime and a lot of 

grace to live that way.  But first, and perhaps always, it requires a willingness to try.  I don’t 

think God measures us based on our success as much as He does based on our willingness to try. 

Success belongs to God, effort depends on us. 

To take up one’s cross, again, is never easy.  For me, it seems to mean more than just accepting 

things that alter our lives in ways we would never choose like disabilities, incarceration, divorce, 

loss of a job or career.  It means learning how to accept, like Christ did, rejection, frustrations, 

and the possible penalties that may come when we try to do good to and for others.  Again, we 

must accept, that by ourselves our capacity to carry those crosses that are laid upon us is 

impossible without grace.  But also,  it means accepting and believing that that grace will be 

there when needed. 

And finally “to follow Jesus ” means to walk in his footsteps.  It means to believe that where we 

are trying to go, He has gone first, so that  the way will be easier.  

Let me conclude with a story by  Ravi Zacharias in his book,  Deliver Us from Evil.  It is a story 

that emulates well what it means to deny oneself, to take up a cross, and to follow in the 

footsteps of Jesus .  

“When Communist forces invaded Vietnam in the 1950s, Hien Pham, like many Vietnamese 

Christians, was arrested and jailed for his beliefs. After his release from prison, Pham made plans 

to escape Vietnam. He secretly began building a boat. Fifty-three fellow-Vietnamese made plans 

to escape with him. One day, four Vietcong soldiers came to Pham's house and confronted him. 

They heard he was planning an escape. Was it true? Of course, Hien Pham lied to them. If he had 

told the truth, the Vietcong might have killed him and arrested the other fifty-three people. But 

after the soldiers left, Pham felt very uneasy. Had God really wanted him to lie? Didn't he trust 

that God would provide for him under any circumstances? Even though it made no logical sense, 

Pham believed that God wanted him to tell the truth, even at the risk of his own life. So Hien 

Pham resolved that if the Vietcong soldiers returned, he would confess his escape plans. Hien 

Pham chose to bear a particular cross, the cross of honesty. He chose to sacrifice safety for 

faithfulness. He finished building his boat, and his friends made the final plans for their daring 

escape. To their horror, the Vietcong soldiers returned and demanded to know if the escape 

rumors were true. Hoping against hope, Hien Pham confessed his plans. Can you imagine his 

surprise when those four soldiers replied, "Take us with you!" That evening, Hien Pham, his 
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fifty-three friends, and four Vietcong soldiers made a daring escape under cover of night in a 

homemade boat. But that's not the end of the story! They sailed straight into a violent storm. 

Pham reports that they would have all been lost, if it hadn't been for the expert sailing skills of, 

you guessed it, the four Vietcong soldiers. The escapees landed safely in Thailand. Eventually, 

Hien Pham emigrated to the United States, where he made a new life for himself. 1 

1. Ravi Zacharias. Deliver Us from Evil (Nashville: Word Publishing, 1997), pp. 191-194 

 

 

 


