Take Up Your Cross

Who is this Jesus of Nazareth? It's a questiohaHat of people must have been asking in
Galilee and Judaea 2000 years ago. Sometimededpeometimes left for us to hear between
the lines, it's a question that hangs over the actoof Jesus’ ministry in the Gospel According
to Mark. At the outset of the book, John the Bagstdraws huge crowds to hear his message of
repentance and to accept baptism, yet he says,oii@evho is more powerful than I is coming
after me...” His listeners must have said among Hedwes, “Who is he? Where is the one John
is talking about?” When Jesus did appear to bé&zsapby John, the heavens were rent open
and the Spirit of God came down upon him. Sur@hgervers must have whispered, “Who is
this, to be marked by God in such a way?” Jesud weCapernaum and taught in the
synagogue with an unearthly authority and healpdssessed man. Mark records, “They were
all amazed, and they kept on asking one anothdrat\g this? A new teaching—with authority!
He commands even the unclean spirits, and they loipey’ Who is this guy? Why does he eat
with tax collectors and sinners? Why don't hicgites fast? Why does he break the Sabbath?
Is he insane? Is he the Devil? “Who then is tiiaf even the wind and the sea obey him?”
“Where did this man get all this? What is thisddm that has been given to him? What deeds
of power are being done by his hands? Is thighetarpenter, the son of Mary?” Is he a ghost
that walks on the water? Who is this guy?

At approximately the mid-point of his book, Marlggsibly drawing on the reminiscences of
Peter, recalls the pivotal time that Jesus revetseduestion and put it to his disciples. “Who
do people say that | am?” They began to repork babim what they had heard. “Some say
you are John the Baptist, come back from the ded@tidt would have been an easy rumor for
many people to believe. The message the two neacped was similar. They both came from
Galilee. Jesus hadn’t been in public ministry Itwedore John had been arrested and killed, so
for many they hadn’t overlapped at all. Being ¢osisthey may have even looked alike! “Some
people say you are Elijah.” Since at least thetohthe prophet Malachi, the Jews had looked
for Elijah to return from heaven where God had telkin in a fiery chariot to announce the
coming Messiah and the restoration of the Kingddismael. The very end of the book of
Malachi says, “See, the day is coming, burning &keoven, when all the arrogant and all
evildoers will be stubble; the day that comes shath them up, says the Lord of hosts, so that it
will leave them neither root nor branch. But fouyweho revere my name the sun of
righteousness shall rise, with healing in its wingsu shall go out leaping like calves from the
stall. And you shall tread down the wicked, fonthdll be ashes under the soles of your feet, on
the day when | act, says the Lord of hosts... Lwillisend you the prophet Elijah before the
great and terrible day of the Lord comes. He withtthe hearts of parents to their children and
the hearts of children to their parents, so thatlinot come and strike the land with a curse.”

To this day, Jews celebrating the Passover poexta cup of wine for Elijah and open the door
to the room where the feast is held so that thph@bmay enter upon his return. The disciples
have another answer for Jesus, as well, one tha¢ soholars translate this way: “Some say you
are theother prophet.” It is a reference to Deuteronomy 18uBen Moses tells the Children of
Israel, “The Lord your God will raise up for yoipeophet like me from among your own people;
you shall heed such a prophet.” People were begirto hope that Jesus would be a prophet as
great as Moses the Lawgiver.

But what Jesus really wants to know is who theg,disciples, think he is. Peter, who often
seems to speak for his fellows, right or wrongwaers up: “You are the Messiah.” Matthew,
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whose Gospel is written at a less breakneck pareltark’s, records a slightly longer answer
and response: “Simon Peter answered, ‘You are tesMh, the Son of the living God.” And
Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon sdonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed
this to you, but my Father in heaven. And | tellygou are Peter, and on this rock | will build
my church, and the gates of Hades will not preagdinst it. | will give you the keys of the
kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on eaiittbe bound in heaven, and whatever you
loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” AllgbrSynoptic Gospels agree that Jesus then
“sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.

Well, question answered then. Who is Jesus? tHe'dessiah. Peter said so and Jesus tacitly
agreed with him, praising him for his God-givenigig, according to Matthew. But what does
that mean? What did Peter mean when he called JesiMessiah or, to give its Greek
equivalent, the Christ? Did he mean the same tthiagJesus meant when he accepted the title
from Peter or did they have different things in d#nWe can come to some pretty safe
conclusions about what Peter meant. The Jews,mbere were a conquered people living in an
occupied land. They had not controlled their owifitigal destiny, save for 100 years under the
Maccabeans, since the Babylonian conquest in 586, Btore than 600 years before. They
were hungry for political freedom, for a militargto who would rescue them from the Romans
and rule them in justice like David and SolomorheRev. Dr. Debra Samuelson of the
Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in Atlanta sumrearibe hopes of the Jews as voiced by
Peter this way: “Peter was looking for a savior was stronger than anything -- who would
never be defeated -- who would take care of althineats and who would overpower all
opposition -- someone who would rescue him and#ten of Israel from the mess they were
in. To put it in modern terms -- Peter was lookioga bailout.”

But Jesus understands the identity and role oMéssiah quite differently. This past
Wednesday night at “Soup, Salad & Soul,” we begamnstudy of Rev. Ernest Flores’ book,
Tempted to Leave the Croasth his chapter on Jesus and Isaiah 53. Indhapter, Isaiah
relates his vision of God’s Suffering Servant, dime who will come and take the consequences
of all human sin upon himself in order to free hakiad from the final penalty of that sin. “He
is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorram$acquainted with grief,” says Isaiah.
“Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried @urasvs... he was wounded for our
transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities:chastisement of our peace was upon him;
and with his stripes we are healed... the LORD haithdn him the iniquity of us all.” “In this
ancient manuscript,” writes Flores, “in this propbe&oice, in this prose and poetry, I've just
seen Jesus.” And, from what we read in the Gospial€lear that Jesus sees himself in this
passage of Isaiah as well. “He began to teach thatthe Son of Man must undergo great
suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the giiekts, and the scribes, and be killed, and after
three days rise again. He said all this quite gpénl

Peter reacts much like a good political aide mustmthe candidate gets “off message.” He
takes Jesus aside, so as not to embarrass hirfredotkes” him or “commands him sternly” —
the verb is the same as in verse 30, when Jedusdtssthe disciples not to tell anyone that he is
the Messiah. | can just imagine the conversatian;t you? “Jesus Christ, you can’t go around
telling people you're going to be rejected andekill My God, what kind of talk is that? You'll
never get the movement off the ground with thatlohdefeatist stuff!” But Jesus puts Peter
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back in his place. “Get behind me, Satan! For a@musetting your mind not on divine things but
on human things.”

Poor Peter. There’s no doubt that he means wélhé's let the Master’s praise just a few
minutes earlier go to his head. He’s fallen pesyso many of us do, to arrogance, to the sin of
thinking that he can arrange things in life justvadl as God can; better, even. But Jesus quickly
points out to him that to assume the role of Godtaging that we, not God, know best, putting
our desires ahead of God'’s, is the mark of Satairlives, the first evil that leads to all others
It's not a hard trap to fall into. In fact, the reave strive to live lives pleasing to God, theieas

it may be to begin to blur the lines between oudlsvend God’s own. My friend Jeannette Clift
George is a Bible teacher and motivational speakeris constantly in demand by church
groups as well as being a playwright and actr&e often confesses this sin in herself publicly.
“If only God would listen to me,” she says in masiousness, “I could tell Him how to run
things perfectly.” Then she laughs ruefully atdedfi; inviting her audience to laugh along,
understanding full well just how familiar a singhs to all in her hearing. | always laughed — |
knew she was speaking for me as well.

“Jesus called the crowd with his disciples, and saithem, “If any want to become my
followers, let them deny themselves and take up tness and follow me.” Rather than
emulating Satan as Peter did, those of us who tedotlow Jesus must reject our own self-
centered desires and take up our cross. We catarat with the forces of self-aggrandizement
and with Jesus. We cannot follow selfishness daddo follow Jesus. We cannot walk in the
way that the world says leads to power and stilkwathe way of the Cross. The call of Jesus
that day and the call that still echoes in our eate consider the greater good, to join God in
loving all humankind, to put the needs of othersaghof our own wants. That is what it is to
deny ourselves.

But what of taking up the cross? Could Jesus kavieusly meant for all of his disciples, all of
us, to prepare themselves for the most terriblepamaful death known to his culture? Rev.
Kristin Ofstad reminds us in her commentary on gassage that Jesus had “a deep and abiding
horror” of the Cross. “That is why he pleads with Father as a child in Gethsemane for
another Way (14:34-36), and dies screaming in luséld despair to the God he believed had
abandoned him (15:34).” Likewise, Sarah Dylan Brein her blog entry on this passage,
writes that Jesus’ words are “not a call to marynd- if nothing else, the teaching that Jesus’
blood, shed on the Cross, was a perfect, full,sfficient sacrifice for sin ought to tell us that
Jesus' blood was the LAST blood to be shed bea#Huse. God does not need or want
bloodshed.” We are not called to take up the Cobsesus but take up our own crosses — each
of us has our own calling, our own place in the YBotiChrist. Incidentally, when we sing
“Where He Leads Me” in a few minutes, the Chaligartdal has printed the words wrong. I've
double-checked online and in every hymnal | could.fJust as with Jesus’ words in the Gospel,
the words of the song should be “takg cross” not “takemy cross.”

But there is something to be learned from Jesuyséeence of the Cross that applies, a way in
which the pain of the Cross may, indesaduld become real for us. It separates us
unequivocally from that in the world that is nagaked with God. Brian Stoffregen writes, “The
act of carrying the cross was a public displayuftgvhich resulted in ridicule and scorn from
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the people. With this understanding, the phraséntiig paraphrased: ‘be willing to publicly
display your faith and suffer the consequencessihel a display might evoke.” If we are to
truly be followers of Jesus, then we must be wgllin act as his disciples no matter what the
situation, no matter who is watching, every mimoftevery day of the week. We cannot be
ashamed of the Son of Man and his words. We cdmathat Ernest Flores refers to as
domingueros, “Sunday-Only Christians.” As the old saying gagtting in church for an hour
once a week doesn’'t make you a Christian any nizne $itting in a garage for an hour makes
you a car.

To take up one’s cross means to invest our livegpbetely in the will of God, to so set our
sights on what God would have us do that we loselti, self-centered parts of our lives and in
so doing save the true core of our lives, that Whias created to be in loving relationship with
God. Taking up our crosses means to face ourdtmits without the power of God in our lives,
to realize that without God we are as fixed tovlag of death by sin as Jesus was fixed to his
cross by nails. To take up our crosses meansvilatust finally confess that we are not in
control and that we will continue to be controllgdthe forces that oppose creation until we
open our lives and accept the love of the Creator.

Jesus said, “If any want to become my followerstHem deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me.” The world around us offesglenty of heroes, plenty of gods, who are
muscular and successful; who win everything thedvsays is important. Why not follow

them? Why follow one who was crucified? Perhagsalise as the world’s economy has
collapsed we have seen through the glitter of thddato the hollowness and darkness at its
core, a world where long-time employees are dismhwithout a thought, where children are left
without health insurance or adequate food, whesgrams helping the poor go unfunded while
captains of industry take their bonuses from thedtalars provided to prop up their tottering
empires. Perhaps because as we see the suffeongd us increase we can realize the truth of
the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who said “Onletbuffering God can help.” Perhaps now we
are ready for the one whom Alfred Whitehead caltkd fellow sufferer who understands.”
When we follow Jesus’ call to take up our crossjoue our Loving Creator who stands in
solidarity with the poor, who hears the cry of wadoand orphans and calls on God’s people to
rescue them. Kenneth Carder writes, “The God eBible suffers with the people. God comes
among us as a vulnerable baby born among the hesdilees as an immigrant, associates with
the outcasts and compares the kingdom to rece#viittie child. God is then executed as a
criminal and buried in a borrowed tomb.”

And yet, Carder writes, “We follow the crucified &3t as people of hope. We live on the other
side of the cross from Peter. What Jesus hint&egter at Caesarea Philippi happened. The
Crucified One became the Risen One. Those whovdtion know the future does not belong to
the triumph of suffering, sin and death. It belotmthe reign of Christ all over creation. We
have no reason, therefore, to be ashamed of hmgtant to follow him. The One who calls us
to take up our cross goes with us to the crosand .beyond.”

One of the great Christian writers of thé"2Dentury, a favorite of mine since childhood,
summarizes our Gospel passage this way: “The pimcuns through all life, from top to
bottom,” C.S. Lewis writes in Mere ChristianityGive up yourself and you will find your real
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self. Lose life and it will be saved. Submit ath - the death of ambitions and secret wishes.
Keep nothing back. Nothing in us that has not dvébever be raised from the dead. Look for
Christ and you will find him, and with him, everynly else thrown in.”

Many of you will be familiar with what is known &he Serenity Prayer.” It is usually
attributed to that great American theologian Reldidiebuhr, a native, like me, of Missouri.

I'd often heard the first part of it but read isntinuation only this week. It seems to me to
capture perfectly the idea of following Jesus,akiig up one’s cross and of saving one’s life by
losing it. Itis a reminder of God’s love and béthope of the Resurrection in which we find that
serenity that allows us to face all trials. Heaas a statement of the Good News this morning; a
statement that calls us to offer ourselves to Gagkrvice of all people, those whom God loves
so abundantly:

God grant me the serenity

to accept the things | cannot change;

the courage to change the things I can;

and the wisdom to know the difference.

Living one day at a time;

Enjoying one moment at a time;

Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace;

Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is,

not as | would have it;

Trusting that He will make all things right

if I surrender to His Will;

That | may be reasonably happy in this life

and supremely happy with Him

Forever in the next.

Amen.
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