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Looking around my office this past week as I sat to prepare my sermon, I counted four crosses
located at different places around the room. Now, this is just a small number of the crosses that I
own.

Some of the crosses that I own are quite ornate - with vibrant colors and cast in different
materials. Others are simple, carved out of only wood, but while reflecting on those crosses and
other much more elaborate ones that I have seen on my travels around the world. I realize that
for many people, the cross has become a work of art. Something that we hang on our walls and
admire. Something that we take creative liberties with. We see it in all shapes and sizes. We see it
on all types of mediums. And with our repeated exposure to this ancient device of death and
suffering, I wonder if we have allowed ourselves to adopt a sense of comfortability with this
sacred symbol.

Now, of course, when we gaze upon the cross, we should see beauty, and we should be reminded
of the resurrection. We should see grace and, of course, a reminder of God’s never-ending love
through Christ. All of this, I pray that we never stop seeing. But I have to wonder in our
comfortability if we sometimes overlook or forget the other meaning the cross holds in our lives.
That is the call that we hear today from Jesus. The call to take up our cross and follow him. To
give our lives in service to God and to our neighbors.

Today in our gospel reading, we meet Jesus and the disciples along the road as they travel north
to Caesarea Philippi. They are coming from the region of Galilee, where they have witnessed
Jesus teach, preach, and care for God’s people for the past couple of years. They watched as
Jesus cared for the marginalized and the outcast like the man with the withered hand and the
Gerasene demoniac. They have witnessed Jesus restore people to wholeness within the
community like the woman who had bled for 12 years. And they have partaken in meals where
Jesus broke bread with way more than 5000 people from all walks of life.

But today, exactly midway through our Marken narrative, the author describes a turning point in
the conversation. Where Jesus had once simply taught and shown the disciples what to do and
how to act. Now we see Jesus asking them to think for themselves and to contemplate “who he
really is” and “what following him will entail.”

So Jesus asks his disciple, “who do people say that I am?” They say John the Baptist, Elijah, or
maybe a great prophet. None of these answers, of course, were correct. So Jesus then asks, but
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who do you say that I am? Requiring his disciples to think critically about who they truly
believed him to be.

We witness as Peter comes rather quickly to the conclusion. He exclaims to Jesus and the crowd,
you are the Messiah; you are the Christ. This, of course, being the right answer, although some
scholars wonder if Peter fully grasped the meaning of this designation. And to be honest, I have
to wonder myself if we too will ever fully grasp it either, but nevertheless, Jesus then pushes
them a bit farther.

Jesus gathers his disciples and the crowds together and says - if you want to be my followers. If
you want to be disciples of the Messiah. Then you must deny yourself, take up your cross and
follow me.

Now the potency of this command from Christ transcends generations and really gets at the heart
of what a life of discipleship and following Christ is all about. In their first-century context, it
was not uncommon for the disciples to witness firsthand what taking up the cross
meant—probably passing one or two examples of this as they journeyed to Cesarea Phillippi.

Thankfully though, for us here today, the cross does not elicit the same real-life imagery. But it
does ask more of us than simply gazing upon it as a work of art or ornate symbol that we admire
from afar or simply hang on our wall.

Jesus’ command to deny ourselves and take up our cross is truly a command to give up certain
parts of our life in order to more fully serve God and our neighbor. Now, I would like to clarify
that bearing one’s cross is not an instruction to endure unnecessary abuse, pain, or suffering as
some interpret this teaching warrant. God does not wish that for God’s people, but Christ’s
command is something that asks us to take a step back and evaluate what habits, practices, and
material items, get in the way of our relationship with God and God’s people.

As we examine the Greek text, we see that Jesus tells us to deny ourselves and take up our cross.
He calls us to give our life or, more specifically, our whole self in service to others.
The word used is psuekane, and it suggests that Jesus speaks of giving all of ourselves, our
whole being, and some scholars have gone as far as saying our souls in service to others as we
live out the gospel. Not just a portion. Not just what we decide is appropriate. Instead, Christ
calls us to give life by giving all that we have.

So taking this understanding and everything that Christ has shown throughout his journey up till
now in the Marken text. We have to ask ourselves - In denying ourselves and taking up our
cross, what in our life does not allow us to fully serve as Christ served—tending to the
sick—restoring our neighbors to the wholeness of community—feeding the hungry and clothing
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the naked. Is it how we devote our time? Is it how we allocate our finances? Is it the priority we
place on our own personal wants versus the needs of those around us? Quite simply put do we
put egoism over altruism?

Whatever that answer may be, the beautiful thing about the cross is that yes, it calls us to look
outward. Yes, it calls us to give our lives in service to others. But it also gives us freedom and
sustains us as we answer our call to serve as followers of Christ. As I told the children this
morning, the cross reminds us that God and Christ and the Holy Spirit go with us always, but the
cross that Christ bore also gives us the freedom to joyously serve as well.

Thanks to Christ, we are no longer bound by sin. We are no longer held down by the weight of
this world. We do not serve to earn life, but rather we now have the joy of living to serve.

This command from Christ, although direct, is not meant to be life-ending but life-giving.

It is an invitation for his disciples, you and me, to be reminded of the joyous opportunity we have
to answer this call and live into God’s kingdom. Now, will it always be easy - no. Is Christ’s call
countercultural - absolutely.

Taking up our cross and giving all that we have - our entire being to others - is meant to
challenge the status quo. Indeed God’s kingdom is not built by going with the flow and
conforming to the world's norms. Jesus knew this and pushes us to be the life-giving impact this
world needs. To forge a path that leads to community instead of one's own glory.

It’s no secret that the road that the disciples traveled with Christ was long. As is the one we travel
with him as well. But what the disciples did not know at that time - that we know now. Is that
Christ will always travel with us no matter what path our life of service takes.

The cross that Jesus bore for all creation reminds us of this.

The cross that Jesus overcame tells us that he will always be waiting there for us in the garden
that next morning!

So as we gaze at the crosses in our churches and in our homes. Yes, let us see beauty, let us see
art, and let us, of course, see a reminder of God’s grace and love. But as we look upon this sacred
symbol of Christ, let us also be reminded of the call the cross places on our lives. A call to serve.
A call to offer life. A call to walk with Christ and follow Christ all the days of our lives. Amen.
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