
Rev. K. Freeman, Feb. 28, 2021 Sermon: The Second Sunday in Lent 
Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16; Psalm 22:22-30; Romans 4:13-25; Mark 8:31-38 

I’d like to focus this morning on verses 34-37 of our Gospel reading. Jesus said: 

“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up 
their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, 
and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will 
save it. For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their 
life? Indeed, what can they give in return for their life?” 

I’m sure that most of us have had the experience of being so caught up in awe and 
wonder about something (like the way a hummingbird hovers), or in worship of 
God (in prayer, in singing, or in the Eucharist), or in acts of service (to someone 
who needs help) – when we have these experiences, we tend to forget about our 
“self,” as we center our thinking on other people or on God, rather than ourselves. 
In these special moments, we become “self-less” even if only for a temporary 
period of time.   

To try and better understand what it might mean for us to deny ourselves or to 
lose our life in order to save it, I first want to read the same verses, 34-37, from 
the Message version:   

34-37 Calling the crowd to join his disciples, Jesus said, “Anyone who intends to 
come with me has to let me lead. You’re not in the driver’s seat; I am. Don’t 
run from suffering; embrace it. Follow me and I’ll show you how. Self-help is 
no help at all. Self-sacrifice is the way, my way, to saving yourself, your true 
self. What good would it do to get everything you want and lose you, the real 
you? What could you ever trade your soul for?   

To deny yourself, take up your cross and follow Jesus – this is not a passive thing – 
it’s a choice that we who would follow Jesus must make - to subdue our own self-
centered desires, and instead make the decision to go with God – to recognize 
Jesus as the leader and the driver in our life.   
 
 
 
 
 



The idea of losing your life for Jesus, or dying to self is echoed in several other 
places in the bible.  Here are just a few:  Colossians 3:3 – “For you have died, and 
your life is hidden with Christ in God.”  Romans 6:11 – “You must consider 
yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.”  Romans 8:13 – “For if you 
live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the 
deeds of the body, you will live.”  John 12:24 – “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a 
grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears 
much fruit.” Romans 6:3-4 “Do you not know that all of us who have been 
baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? Therefore we have been 
buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the 
dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.” 
 
What part of us dies when we are baptized into Christ’s death?  Our self-centered 
self; it’s what the Franciscan friar, Richard Rohr, often talks about as the “false 
self” as opposed to the “true self” that we can begin to live into as we grow and 
mature in the faith.  Here’s what Richard Rohr has to say about the true self and 
the false self, and what he learned from his mentor, Thomas Merton. Rohr says: 
 

I learned the terms “True Self” and “false self” from Thomas Merton (1915-
1968). These are words he used to clarify Jesus’ teaching of dying to self or 
“losing ourselves to find ourselves” (see Mark 8:35). Merton rightly 
recognized that it was not the body that had to “die” but the “false self” that 
we do not need anyway. The false self – or what I am calling lately the 
“separate self,” disconnected from Divine Love – is simply a substitute for 
our deepest truth. It is a useful and even needed part of ourselves, but it is 
not all of us; the danger is when we think we are only our small or separate 
self. Our attachment to the false self must die to allow the True Self – our 
basic and unchangeable identity in God – to live fully and freely… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



When you’ve gotten too comfortable with your separate self and you call it 
Life, you will get trapped at that level. You will hold onto it for dear life – 
because that’s the only life you think you have! Unless someone tells you 
about the Bigger Life, or you’ve had a conscious connection with the deepest 
ground of your being, there’s no way you’re going to let go of your separate 
self. But your attachment to that separate self must “die” or “the single grain 
of wheat remains just a single grain” (John 12:24).  
 
Your True Self is Life and Being and Love. Love is what you were made for 
and love is who you are. When you live outside of Love, you are not living 
from your true Being or with full consciousness. The Song of Songs, chapter 
8:6, says that “Love is strong as Death… its flashes are flashes of fire, a flame 
[of YHWH].” Your True Self is a little tiny flame of this Universal reality that is 
Life itself, Consciousness itself, Being itself, Love itself, Light and Fire itself, 
God’s very self. 

 
(Quote from Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditations, which can be found on his website, Center for Action and 
Contemplation, dated August 30, 2020, Adapted from Richard Rohr, True Self/False Self, disc 2 (Franciscan 
media: 2003) and Immortal Diamond:  The Search for Our True Self (Jossey-Bass; 2013)). 

 
Our separate self is who we think we are, but our thinking does not make it 
true. It is a social and mental construct that gets us started on life’s journey. 
It is a set of agreements between us as individuals and our parents, families, 
school friends, partner or spouse, culture, and religion. It is our “container.” 
It is largely defined in distinction from others, precisely as our separate and 
unique self. It is probably necessary to get started, but it becomes 
problematic when we stop there and spend the rest of our lives promoting 
and protecting it. This small and separate self is merely our launching pad: 
our appearance, education, job, money, success, and so on. These are the 
trappings of ego that help us get through an ordinary day.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Please understand that the separate self is not bad or inherently deceitful. It 
is actually quite good and necessary as far as it goes; it just does not go far 
enough. Too often, it poses and substitutes for the real thing and pretends to 
be more than it is. The separate self is bogus more than bad. We need the 
temporary costumes of our egoic selves to get started, but they show their 
limitations when they stay around too long. 
 
When we are able to move beyond our separate self, it will feel as if we lost 
nothing important at all. Of course, if we don’t know that there is anything 
“beyond” the separate self, the transition will probably feel like dying. Only 
after we have fallen into the True Self, will we be able to say with the mystic 
Rumi (1207-1273), “What have I ever lost by dying?”  We have discovered 
true freedom and liberation. When we are connected to the Whole, we no 
longer need to protect or defend the smaller parts. We are connected to 
something inexhaustible and unhurtable. The True Self cannot be hurt. …the 
“True You” is indestructible. All our hurts and feelings of being offended 
come from our separate selves. 
 
If we do not let go of our separate self/false self at the right time and in the 
right way, we remain stuck, trapped, and addicted… Unfortunately, many 
people reach old age still entrenched in their egoic operating system. Only 
our True Self lives forever and is truly free in this world. 

 
(September 2, 2020 (adapted from Richard Rohr, Immortal Diamond:  the Search for Our True Self (Jossey-Bass: 2013)) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



How do we “die to self”? Maybe the answer is different for each of us.  What parts 
of our self-centeredness might we need to lose?  A line in a song from the 
songwriter, Jon Foreman, says: “You lose yourself, when you love someone.”  
When we are focused outward, towards God and towards others, with agape love, 
we lose our self – we die to self.   
 
How might we discover our True Self?  We would certainly make progress in that 
direction by practicing contemplation, prayer, scripture reading, and service.    
 
Here’s what Steve Garnaas-Holmes thinks on this subject, in his poem called 
“Inside out:” 

Enclosed in the nut of myself, 
         inside the hard shell, 
                  I am a dead seed. A stone. 
 

Live inside-out, 
         lose the shell, give away the seed, 
                  and life begins. 
 

True life is to be in the Beloved. 
         To be in the Beloved is to be in love. 
                  To be in love one forgets oneself. 
 

Losing one's self, 
         one's self-selved self, 
                  one enters the Beloved's self, 
 

eternal, blissful, even in struggle, 
         and—how can I tell you this?— 
                  really, really alive.     Steve Garnaas-Holmes   www.unfoldinglight.net 

I’d like to finish with a prayer from Reinhold Niebuhr: 
O Lord, who has taught us that to gain the whole world and to lose our souls is 
great folly, grant us the grace so to lose ourselves that we may truly find ourselves 
anew in the life of grace, and so to forget ourselves that we may be remembered 
in your kingdom.  Amen. 

http://www.unfoldinglight.net/

