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Must, Get, Follow  

2nd Sunday in Lent (B) – 2/25/24 

 

One of my favorite stories, apropos this gospel, comes from a friend of mine who 

serves as a priest in Arkansas. He pastors a little country church (what else?) watched 

over by a clowder of dowagers who sit great of hat in the front row (who else?) of 

that church. It and they are in a little country town that time long ago forgot it forgot 

(where else?), and he is beloved of that community. The town is somewhere 

northeast of Little Rock, “just about a scared boar’s run,” he used to tell us, “between 

Cash and Credit.” Who of us isn’t? I asked him, but he said, “No, I mean it. That’s 

where we’re at.”  

Cash and Credit – and I swear I’m not making it up – are the actual names of two 

little towns in northeast Arkansas, though it turns out that there’s little between them 

but corn and bean fields, and one long, unwinding road. “Well,” he said when I 

pointed this out, “I’d allow as we may be a little bit northwest of where the midpoint 

between them would be, south of Egypt and Calvin, but still way before you get up 

to Greasy Bend.” This is all farm- and ranchland set down long ago and still watered 

by the White River, which isn’t, except maybe for the limestone and catfish bones. 

It’s the sort of place, he said, that the kids can’t wait to get out of until they do, and 

then they can’t wait to get back. “Y’all really must get yourselves down here and 

follow me about one day,” he used to tell us. “You’d like it here, and they’d like 

you.” 

Well, he might be right, but as the song says, “Perhaps, perhaps.” The reason I bring 

him up, along with his flock in the Wonder State, is because of what happened to 

him one Sunday. The good people of that little church between Cash and Credit had 

decided, along with their eager new pastor (my friend), to hold service that day at 
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their Outdoor Chapel, named in honor of whoever put it there, except no-one now 

lived who remembered who it was. The chapel consisted of an old stone altar 

surrounded by some stony seat-like things. It was set back of the road a piece away 

from the church proper, in the quiet between a grove of pine trees and Jim Hadley’s 

wheatfield. To make sure no-one got lost or forgot the way, they gathered in the 

church proper to begin, then processed to the Chapel. The crucifer in front lifting 

high the cross, and the Altar Guild followed with the trappings for Eucharist. The 

priest was right behind, with the People following. (Actually, he was still a deacon 

then, but never mind. Small churches must make do, and the bishop had no 

concerns.)  

Anyhow, when they got there, the crucifer stopped in her tracks, someone in the 

Altar Guild dropped the bread box, and everybody gasped. Why? Well, because there 

atop the altar, warming itself in the late-morning sun, bothering nobody and asking 

for nothing, lay a black snake. “Or,” my friend reported, “a snake that looked black, 

which where I’m from could be anything from a rat snake to an Eastern hognose to 

a kingsnake, a cottonmouth, or a rattler.” Point is, it didn’t belong in church, though 

it did seem to grab everyone’s attention without even trying. Who among us in our 

chasubles and zucchetti can do that? Anyway, my friend figured he probably should 

deal with the situation. “Problem was,” he said, “I had nothing on me to deal with 

it with.” Nothing, that is, except the Word of the Lord, Holy Writ, the Good Book, 

or God’s 70 Greatest Hits (and 2 more they threw in just because). The Lord, you 

see, had mercy upon these good people of Arkansas, and gave their pastor le mot 

juste to use – a line straight from today’s gospel. He stood firm, held the Good Book 

aloft, looked that snake right in its well-closed eyes, stamped his feet and said, “Get 

thee behind me, Satan!” 
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The snake opened its eyes, stuck out tongue to get a feel of whatever was going on, 

then closed its eyes again. “Ah, Kathleen, mavourneen, what! Slum’bring still?” the 

pastor said, having a sad Irish ballad (what else?) at the ready along with the words 

printed in red. “Hast thou forgotten this day we must part?”1 Apparently so; ‘maybe 

for years, maybe forever’. So he stamped his foot again and repeated the command, 

but louder: “Get thee behind me, Satan!” This time, it worked.  The snake did as 

bidden, slithering over and off the altar and back among the pines. The crucifer, her 

cross held high, marched after it around the altar, treading gingerly in case more than 

one serpent abode in this garden. She stood for the rest of the service facing the pine 

trees, a ward against any serpentine or satanic return.  

There was none, “which makes sense,” my friend said. “After all, does not scripture 

say that the devil left him to wait for an opportune time?” 

Now, that’s ironic, given that this morning gospel passage, a pericope2 now at the 

core of our Litany for the Dismissing of Serpents, is that opportune time. Satan, 

speaking through Peter’s ill-informed goodness and well-meaning presumption, is 

still trying to keep Jesus away from that cross and its redemptive power. He’s still 

trying to keep him, in Paul’s words, from being ‘handed over for our transgressions 

and…raised for our justification’. That’s why Jesus blows up at Peter with rather 

more vehemence than that old rock’s care and concern might seem to warrant. He 

knows whose lying words are in his mouth, wittingly or no. No-one of sound mind, 

after all, likes to hear one they admire and follow say, “I must suffer, brutally and at 

the hands of terrible people, for all of us,” even when – especially when – we know 

it to be true. Those of us who’ve paid especial attention over the past few days to the 

 
1 F.W.N. Crouch, “Kathleen, Mavourneen.” 1842. Public Domain. Online source: 
https://www.civilwarpoetry.org/music/kathleen.html. ‘Mavourneen’s derives from the Irish (Gaelic) ‘mo 
mhuirnín’, which means ‘my darling’ or ‘my love’. Source: 
https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/nmah_670717   
2 Pericope – pe-rick-oh-pee – means a small passage from the Bible, typically with one coherent message.  

https://www.civilwarpoetry.org/music/kathleen.html
https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/nmah_670717


 
© 2024 Christopher Wilkins. All Rights Reserved.   

4 
 

work and words of Alexei Navalny, and to those of his widow, Yulia Navalnaya, 

have learned this in a new and painful way. One hopes that the words of the great 

19th century Danish philosopher and theologian Søren Kierkegaard prove true. He 

writes in his Journals that, “The tyrant dies and his rule is over. The martyr dies and 

his rule begins.”3  

This, of course, is why the Messiah must suffer, why Satan must get behind and get 

lost, and why we must follow the way that Messiah took, the way of the cross. We 

must, as that crucifer did somewhere between Cash and Credit, Arkansas, hold our 

cross up high against all the forces of wickedness and evil that beset our age, or any 

age. We shall, and she aimed to, bruise its head, even if it might strike our heel. That’s 

a much better image, by the way, to use for “Take up your cross and follow me” 

than the one that usually comes to mind.  

See, we often think that Jesus bids us to do as he did, stumble low and beaten up the 

Dolorous Road, weighed down by a big wooden cross as people mock us on the 

way to where bad people will use it to kill us. But to do that would be to deny the 

power of the resurrection. The cross we take up is empty – empty because effective, 

a sacrifice and oblation once made for all, and perfectly. We are not to suffer as he 

did, though if we are martyred in his cause or in the cause of truth, justice, and 

freedom – which is his cause, also – then so be it. “For those who want to save their 

life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the 

gospel, will save it” (Mk.8:35). We are to live free or die, that is – and accept death 

before dishonor. May that be a reminder to those in this country and elsewhere who 

dishonor themselves in service or thrall to the tyrant by whose will Navalny died, 

and by whose will so many others have had to give their last full measure in the cause 

 
3 Online sources: https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/38371-the-tyrant-dies-and-his-rule-is-over-the-martyr, 
https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/soren_kierkegaard_152230.  

https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/38371-the-tyrant-dies-and-his-rule-is-over-the-martyr
https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/soren_kierkegaard_152230
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of truth, justice, and freedom. In their memory, and on behalf of human dignity, we 

stand cross in hand before all tyrants, sycophants, and toadies and recite the Litany 

for the Dismissing of Serpents, when the opportune moment presents itself. We also 

stand, cross in hand, as wards against their return. 

Must, get, follow. The three words from this gospel passage that give this sermon its 

title and structure speak of and from necessity. They show us what has to be, and 

what we have to do. In short, we have to stand up against evil, and stand for what is 

good/ We also have to pay whatever price standing up in this way demands. As we 

do so, we do as Abraham did. We hope against hope, and grow strong in faith. We 

never give up – “You’re not allowed to give up,” Navalny said4 – and we are never 

ashamed. We get up and follow where our Lord has led the way. We must do so, 

and can do no other, as people he died to save and rose to set free. Amen. 

 
4‘In the Daniel Rohr film Navalny (2021), as quoted in "Alexei Navalny Had Already Shared a Message for the 
World in the Event of His Death" (February 2024), by Christian Blauvelt, IndieWire’. Online source: 
https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Alexei_Navalny.  

https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Alexei_Navalny
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