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Last week, we began our journey through Lent with my suggestion that perhaps there was 
something new we could discover in Lent this year.  I offered as a possible focus that Lent could 
be a time in which we learned to love again, that we look back to the way in which God has 
shown love for humankind and all creation and that we look forward to ways in which we could 
also show love to each other.  Drawing on that peculiar assertion in I Peter 3 that Christ Jesus 
had “preached to the spirits in prison,” I said that God never gives up on us, even when we give 
up on ourselves, and that we could follow Christ to freedom in a way that far surpasses any 
earthly freedoms we may think we enjoy. 
 
My message today is quite similar.  As the candles of Lent grow fewer, as the world 
paradoxically grows darker even as the hours of sunlight lengthen, we can hear anew the words 
of Jesus that summon us to the true light.  Jesus calls us to that light, the light that he embodied, 
by challenging us to give of ourselves, just as he gave of himself.  If the journey of Lent towards 
the darkness of his death is paradoxical in this season of brighter days, there is a greater paradox 
yet to be learned.  It is by denying our selves that we find our selves.  It is by dying that we live.  
It is in moving steadfastly into what looks like darkness that we are flooded with the glory of 
God’s light. 
 
Sometimes, I get a little poetic.  That doesn’t really make for a very good sermon.  So, I want to 
spend a little time this morning unpacking both my own stumbling words and the mysterious 
poetry of Jesus in our passage from Mark this morning.  What prompted Jesus to say such odd 
things?  What was going on with him and with the disciples?  And what does this mean for us? 
 
Our passage may be well-known to you.  It comes at close to the mid-point of Mark’s Gospel, 
the transition between Jesus building his reputation as a teacher and miracle-worker and the 
slowly mounting opposition to him by the powers that be that led to his death.  In the span of just 
a few verses, we have the confession by Peter that Jesus is indeed the Messiah and Jesus 
revealing to the stunned disciples that he is preparing to die, betrayed and killed by the very 
people who should be celebrating him.  It’s worth taking a moment to enter into the emotional 
whiplash that this exchange must have engendered in Jesus’ friends.  We must remember how 
difficult their lives were as unwilling subjects of the Roman Empire under occupation.  We must 
remember how it grieved them to see the Romans desecrating their holy place with images of 
Caesar and with the silver and gold eagles of the legions.  We must remember how any of them 
could be conscripted at any moment to walk a mile out of their way carrying a Roman soldier’s 
pack, how the steep taxes they had paid to their own kings were only increased by the Roman 
client-kings of the Herodian clan and further inflated by the tax-gatherers.  We must remember 
the gruesome death faced by anyone who was even suspected of insurrection.  We must 
remember that this was all on top of their lives as subsistence farmers or fishermen who risked 
their lives on the stormy Sea of Galilee for catches that barely brought in enough in trade and 
currency to keep them and their families alive.  It was a far cry from our peaceful, free, and easy 
lives.  These were people who were desperate for the Messiah to come and change things.  And 
now they had found him, he told them that he, too, was going to die. 
 
Mark says that Peter took Jesus aside and began to rebuke him.  Can’t you just imagine it?  
“Hey, hey, hey, big guy!  What’re you talking about?  Listen, I know you get down sometimes 
but this really isn’t the time or the place, OK?  We need these people and we need them to be up 
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and ready to fight!  You can’t beat the Romans by talking about how you’re going to lose!  So 
knock it off, will ya?  Come on, get in there and get these folks excited again!” 
 
But Peter didn’t get it.  The Prosperity Gospel crowd doesn’t get it.  Anybody who stands up in a 
crowd and proclaims or sidles up behind you and whispers that following Jesus is easy, doesn’t 
get it.  It’s not all cakes and ale, not all sunshine and lollipops and rainbows and everything.  I 
wonder how many of you saw the movie “Moneyball” about Billy Beane and the Oakland A’s?  
As the general manager of a small market team with fewer resources than most, Beane knew that 
he would have to rely on players that other teams undervalued.  In one scene in the movie, Beane 
(played by Brad Pitt) and A’s coach Ron Washington go to visit free agent catcher Scott 
Hatteberg.  Hatteberg is without work because of an arm injury which leaves him unable to 
throw.  Billy, seeing the value in Scott’s bat, tells him he wants him to play first base for the A’s.  
Hatteberg is dubious.  “I’ve only ever played catcher,” he says.  Billy persists: “It's not that hard, 
Scott. Tell him, Wash.”  And Washington upsets the apple cart, “It’s incredibly hard.” 
 
In this passage, Jesus plays Ron Washington to Peter’s Billy Beane.  “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”  It’s incredibly hard.  
But as Billy Beane says to Scott Hatteberg in “Moneyball,” “Hey, anything worth doing is.”  
And then Billy says something else: “We can teach you.”  We can teach you.  It’s incredibly hard 
and we can teach you.  That sounds like the way of Jesus to me and it sounds like the function of 
the church.  It’s why we come together, to learn from each other how to do this incredibly hard 
thing of following Jesus. 
 
First, Jesus says, anyone who wants to be his follower must deny themselves.  Well, what does 
that mean?  I think it has to do with not putting oneself first all the time.  In a way, it comes back 
yet again to what Jesus told the Pharisees were the two most important commandments in the 
Law given to Moses: “you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’  The second is this, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.’”  Putting others first; setting aside one’s own selfish desires, that is the 
beginning of the way of Jesus.  Denying yourself.  It doesn’t mean letting other people take 
advantage of you; it doesn’t mean being a doormat.  It means remembering that the people 
around you are every bit as much God’s beloved child as you are and it means remembering that 
God loves you so much and only asks for your love in return.  Denying yourself is not unhealthy; 
it’s the key to the most spiritually healthy life imaginable. 
 
Second, Jesus says those who wish to follow him must “take up their cross.”  He was not talking 
here about literally carrying a big, rough piece of wood, or dying on it.  Remember our passage 
from I Peter last week: “Christ also suffered for sins once for all…”  We are not called to be 
crucified as Jesus was.  So, what is this about taking up a cross?  I’ve mentioned to a few folks 
this week that I was preaching on this passage and I got some interesting input, some of it in 
places I didn’t expect.  On Monday, I drove down to Renton to meet up with two women I went 
to high school with back in St. Louis and their husbands, neither of whom I’d ever met.  One 
couple lives in Renton, the other in Denver and they were en route to the airport after visiting 
family in the area.  I saw my classmate who lives in Renton first, outside the restaurant we were 
to meet in, and she and her husband, knowing I’m a pastor, began to tell me about their church, a 
rather more conservative one than this, I might add.  They asked me what I’d been doing with 
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my day and when I said I’d been planning today’s worship they asked me what I’d be preaching 
on.  When I told them, this conservative brother that I’d never met said, “Be sure to remind them 
only to pick up the cross that God has for them and not one they choose for themselves.”  I 
thought his remark was very apposite, very “to the point.”  You see, I’ve known people that I’ve 
been quite sure have picked up a cross that wasn’t theirs and it never works out well.  They 
decide without any input from God or anyone else that they have been called to do such and such 
a thing regardless of the fact that they don’t have the gifts or skills necessary to the task, that they 
don’t entirely understand what they are supposed to be doing, that they’ve never sought training.  
It’s the perfect example of something some of my friends in the Black Church tradition say, 
“Some were called and some just went.”  Those people end up burned out, angry and defeated 
because they chose their own cross rather than seeking the will of God for their lives.  Usually, 
they are looking for human glory, the praise of men, rather than for the glory that comes from 
God to those who love and seek God first. 
 
The other bit of input on the meaning of taking up one’s cross came from a more expected 
source: one of the ministers in my lectionary study group.  A self-proclaimed “word nerd,” Rev. 
Paul Mitchell broke out his Greek lexicon as we studied these verses and offered the following 
observation: the Greek word for cross also is the root for our word stake.  So, one way to know if 
you are picking up the right cross is to analyze what’s at stake.  Are the stakes high?  Then what 
you have in mind may be important enough to be your cross to bear. 
 
So, as we work to determine just what the reality is in our lives of picking up our own cross, we 
must pay attention to the importance of the task in our lives and others.  We must also factor in 
what we have learned about ourselves and our gifts as well as what we have learned from others 
whose opinions we trust about our gifts and our training and our abilities.  As the old song goes, 
“If you cannot sing like the angels, if you cannot pray like Peter, if you cannot preach like Paul,” 
or even in slightly more modern parlance, if you cannot march like Martin, God still has a task 
for you.  Finally, in her online article on the passage, Beverly Zink-Sawyer of Union 
Presbyterian Seminary has another important consideration.  “As we encounter what might feel 
like ‘crosses to bear,’” she writes, “we can ask the question ‘Is my sacrifice and suffering 
furthering the kingdom of God as revealed in Jesus Christ?’”  In other words, is what we are 
striving to do actually leading people to love God more?  Is it leading them to love their neighbor 
more?  If the answer to either of these questions is “no,” then perhaps we have picked up the 
wrong cross. 
 
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow me.”  I do not want to omit the last phrase in this sentence because it leads also to another 
important phrase in this passage, “those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the 
gospel, will save it.”  It is worth remembering not only that following Jesus is incredibly hard but 
also that the reward we find in following him is equally incredible.  When we follow Jesus, we 
follow him not only into suffering but into life.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer famously said, “When 
Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”  He could have added, he bids him come and die 
and rise again.  The power of God’s love, the power of resurrection, is promised to those who 
follow Jesus.  Again, I would direct us back to the passage with which we began our Lenten 
journey last week.  I Peter 3 reminds us that those who have entered into the Way of Jesus 
through baptism do so with “the power of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into 
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heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to 
him.”  When we follow Jesus, we follow the Glorified One. 
 
And so, in order to give appropriate balance to all my talk about how incredibly hard it is to 
follow Jesus, about denying oneself and taking up one’s cross, let me assure you my sisters and 
brothers that there is also for us the promise of glory.  I don’t know how many of you have seen 
the Oscar-nominated film, “Selma,” but I was truly blessed by it.  One of the unexpected joys of 
the film for me was the song, “Glory” by John Legend and Common in which they describe the 
experience of the Selma marchers as glory.  In the words of the song, “One day, when the glory 
comes / It will be ours, it will be ours/ Oh, one day, when the war is won/ We will be sure, we 
will be sure/ Oh, glory, glory…”  In the light of the brutality they faced, it is a good reminder to 
us that when we do the incredibly hard in the service of God and our neighbors, we experience a 
rich blessing, a sense of being more fully alive – you might say of finding our lives – a taste of 
the glory that is to come for us in the Reign of God, the Beloved Community. 
 
We live in the tension between the “now” and the “not yet,” in the time of the inaugurated but 
not fulfilled Kingdom of God.  We live in the shadow of the cross and in the light of God’s 
glory.  We live wondering if the Master is satisfied with our response to God’s amazing, 
unconditional love.  We live pledging ourselves to follow Jesus wherever he may lead.  We live, 
ultimately, with the promise that Jesus suffered once for all, that the great wedding banquet 
awaits us as invited guests, that we will celebrate and feast with Jesus in a time to come.  For 
God’s love, for Christ’s promise, for the power of the Spirit that allows us to live into both, 
thanks be to God. 
 
 


