A Catechism teacher once asked a group of school kids if they knew the first letter of God’s alphabet.  Of course, they all raised their hands - and one of them said, “A!”  No, the teacher said, “A” is not the first letter of God’s alphabet”.  Then she said, “the first letter of God’s alphabet is the cross.” 
Before God created the world, he saw the cross where His Only Son would hang for three terrible hours.  All of creation centers on the cross, the heart of human history, and the first letter of God’s alphabet.  

And the cross is the center of today’s Gospel.  Jesus sets the scene by asking his disciples Who He Is.  They had a lot of different opinions - just like people do today.  Some people see Jesus as a prophet, or a teacher, or even a kind of guru.  But Jesus doesn’t care about public opinion.  He doesn’t care what the “experts” say.  Jesus cares about the human person.  So he asks, “But who do you say that I am?”  And Peter responds, “You are the Christ.” 
That’s good, but Jesus had more.  He made it clear that you can’t understand who he is - without the cross.  So, He starts to talk about His suffering, rejection and death.  When Peter hears this, he has a natural human reaction.  He tries to talk Jesus out of the cross.
Peter’s words must have tempted Jesus.  He wouldn’t have been human if he didn’t shrink from the disgrace and suffering of the cross.  Still, he saw Peter’s words for what they were: a temptation from Satan.  Jesus turns and gives Peter the worst possible rebuke.  He called Peter, “Satan.”  No one else in the Gospel ever received such a rebuke from Jesus.  

So, why did Jesus call Peter, “Satan”?  Because, Satan is always trying to steer people away from the cross.  He’s always there to offer us some way out of any kind of suffering or hardship.  He always promises peace, or power or happiness, but he always delivers misery, weakness and regret.  

On the other hand, Jesus takes a different approach.  Yes, He says, we will have to go through some suffering and hardships, but in return He gives us real peace – a peace that no-one can take away from us.  In today’s Gospel he explained how this happens.  

The Gospel says that “he began to teach them.” Not about suffering, rejection and death for their own sake.  But that along with them comes something else.  Jesus said that He will “rise again after three days.” 

That’s the meaning of the cross and why it’s the heart of human history.  

Then Jesus explained the paradox of the cross: “Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross and follow me.”  Then he adds, “Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and that of the gospel will save it.” 
That’s true on a very human level.  Those who cling to selfish pleasure and false pride, will always end up with misery and regret.  But those who turn away from those things, will find the true peace and happiness that we are all searching for.
