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Text: Mark 8:31-38 

Theme: For the Sake of the Gospel    

 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father  

and the Lord Jesus Christ – Amen  

 

We are in the Second Sunday of Lent and already we are challenged.  

In our gospel lesson we just heard that if any of us want to become 

followers of Jesus Christ, we are to deny ourselves and take up our 

cross and follow him.   
 

I truly struggle to know what that means in our first-world context.  

We are not in India where a woman watches as her sister is dragged 

off by nationalists because she is a Christian.  We are not in North 

Korea where a man in a prison camp is shaken awake just to suffer 

another beating because he is a Christian.  We are not in Sri Lanka 

where the blast of a bomb kills Christians as they leave their church 

on Easter morning.   
 

It is 2021 and yet the words of Jesus ring true for over 340 million 

Christians who live in places where they experience high levels of 

persecution and discrimination because of their faith.  In order to put 

this in perspective it is triple the number of coronavirus cases in the 

world.  From the Sudan to Russia, from Nigeria to North Korea, from 

Columbia to India, followers of Jesus Christ are targeted for their 

faith.  They are attacked.  They become victims of violence at work 

and at school.  They are arrested and tortured.   
 

It is certainly not our experience.  The First Amendment of the United 

States Constitution states that everyone in our country has the right to 

practice his/her own religion (or no religion at all).  Yes, we can still 

experience intolerance because of our beliefs.  People have lost jobs 

and faced public disdain but these do not compare to the examples I 

just cited. 
 

In our attempt to show others that we, too, are followers of Jesus (that 

we are willing to bear our cross) we have turned the words of Jesus 

around to describe our personal struggles.   

We are quick to say that we all have a cross to bear.  It may be living 

with a chronic illness or remaining in a strained relationship.  It may 

be our struggles with a demanding job or our inability to work at all.  

But let us be clear that taking up the cross of Christ is much more than 

the difficulties we experience.  All of us (whether we are followers of 

Jesus or not) will suffer frustration and pain in this life.  But to take 

up our cross and follow Jesus is something completely different.   
 

Jesus laid it out plainly in our gospel lesson.  He, the Son of Man, 

must undergo rejection, suffering, and death.  It was the only path to 

free us from our sins.  And Jesus knew that it was inevitable that those 

who chose to follow him would face the same fate.  As a consequence 

of being associated with Jesus his disciples would be rejected and 

would suffer and most would die a martyr’s death.  His commitment 

did not falter and they had to decide if their commitment to him could 

withstand the abuse.  The Son of Man did not dial down his ministry 

to spare his own life and they had to decide if sharing the good news 

of Jesus Christ was worth the cost.   
 

It is quite a different understanding then our day-to-day frustrations 

and pain.  What does it mean to carry our cross? 
 

In the spring of 1968 Arthur Blessitt made a 12-foot by 6-foot cross to 

hang on the wall of his coffeehouse in California.  On occasion he 

would take the cross down and carry it along the streets of Hollywood 

in order to share the love of Jesus with people.  In the fall of 1969 he 

felt the call of Christ to take the cross and carry it across America.  

Soon after that he did his first overseas trip to England and Ireland 

and carried the cross throughout both countries.  From there he moved 

on to carry the cross to most of the world. 
 

As of 2009 he walked and carried the cross through 315 nations and 

territories and covered over 38,000 miles.  He recalls being chased by 

elephants, attacked by baboons, and bitten by snakes.  He was jailed 

frequently.  He once was taken out to be shot before a firing squad but 

those in authority just wanted to scare him.  In 1982 he carried the 

cross through the war zone in Beirut and prayed with the government 

leaders.  As he sums up his journeys he states that in a world of war, 

suffering, suicide, depression, greed, and revenge, the cross and the 

message of Jesus gave people a place where they could come and hear 

the promise of new life.   



For the last two years we at Redeemer have carried this cross (the one 

that I stand next to when I preach) into the streets of McLean on the 

Saturday before Easter.  Using a contemporary version of the Stations 

of the Cross we walk into the downtown area, stop at fourteen 

strategic places to read our script, and pray.  And then we return to the 

church when we are done.  Such a simple act and very visible.   
 

Although never persecuted, people do look at us curiously.  One year 

we encountered some of our members entering the Total Wine store.  

It caught them off guard to see us (as they scurried inside).  Another 

man was sitting in his car where we stopped to pray and once he saw 

what we were doing he quickly revved up his engine and darted away.   
 

I believe it would be an even greater witness if we unhinged our cross 

that sits in the Crossroads and carried that around McLean.  So far we 

have not had any volunteers to help carry it.  And yes our Easter Vigil 

walk is on our schedule again this year.   
 

Barring each of us carrying a physical cross I once more lift up our 

challenge.  What does it mean to deny ourselves and take up our cross 

and participate fully in the ministry of Jesus Christ?  It is 2021 and 

there are so many stories of individuals who are willing to sacrifice 

everything to bring the gospel into unknown places.  They sacrifice 

their wants, comforts, culture, and in some cases their own lives in 

order to follow the call of Christ to make disciples of all nations.  We 

are called to be missionaries in our own country.  We need to 

determine what that radical surrender and unthinkable sacrifice looks 

like in our context.   
 

One answer lies in Mark 15:21 that reads they compelled a passer-by 

who was coming in from the country, to carry his cross.  It was Simon 

of Cyrene, the father of Alexander and Rufus.  In one verse we hear 

that a man named Simon just happened to walk by at a time when 

Jesus needed some help carrying his cross.  He, a father of two, came 

along at just the right moment.  Maybe it is enough in our first-world 

context that we be like Simon and help others bear their burdens.  It is 

certainly a good way to start to unpack what it means to deny our-

selves and follow Christ.  We could step away from our own needs.   

We could be open to the work of the Spirit and be willing to stop.     
 

The cross is neither a misfortune nor a harsh fate.  It is not some kind 

of random suffering.  It is suffering that comes from being Christian.   
 

It might be that the most important cross that we will bear in our lives 

belongs to someone else.  Like Simon people may just need our help 

for a little while until they are able to pick up their cross and resume 

their journey.  No matter the weight of the burden it is through the 

cross and through Easter and through the resurrected Jesus that we see 

that we are placed on this earth to see our homes and our communities 

as our mission field.  Then we will be able to say with the saints and 

missionaries throughout the world that – For us, to live is Christ and 

to die is gain.  Amen  


