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Pick Up Your  Cross 

Sermon, 17th Sunday after Pentecost 

Shepherd by the Sea Episcopal-Lutheran Church 

Pastor Vernon Holmes 

 

Grace and Peace be yours… 

Perhaps there is no greater text to differentiate between the way of the world and the 
way of God than our Gospel text for today.  In it we see a debate between Peter and 
Jesus that ends with a sharp rebuke to Peter.  At first glance it seems as if Peter is 
going to be the star pupil.  He thinks of God in terms of power and might and is looking 
for God to come and set Israel free from domination by foreign powers.  Israel, since 
the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C.E. had been dominated by foreign powers with the 
brief exception of the period of the Maccabees.  Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and now 
Roman overlords have ruled.  Faithful Jews longed for the messiah through whom God 
would intervene and set them free.  They looked for a new Davidic king, one who 
would restore the grandeur of David’s empire. Peter things he has found that one in the 
person of Jesus. 

The dialog is initiated by Jesus asking the question of his disciples, “Who do people 
say that I am?”  And the disciples respond with some of the more popular answers, 
saying that some people perceive him as John the Baptist, or others as Elijah whose 
return was to usher in the messianic age.  Still others simply said that people identified 
him as one of the prophets.  All those answers placed Jesus in the company of Israel’s 
most sacred fore-bearers.  But Jesus pushes the question to the next level by asking 
them explicitly, “But who do you say that I am?”  That is when Peter seemed to go to 
the front of the class by saying to Jesus, “You are the messiah.”   

But it quickly becomes apparent that saying and/or hearing or even believing the right 
thing is not the same as doing the right thing.   In the dialog that ensues Jesus 
separates himself from the common understanding of “Messiah.”  A term that simply 
means the anointed one, that within occupied Israel had come to mean the one who 
was expected to overturn Israel’s domination by Rome, and return Israel to its former 
days of glory.   

But Jesus is quick to disavow such thinking.  His response is at least in some sense a 
repudiation of the title messiah.  For in his answer to Peter and the disciples, Jesus 
pointedly avoids the use of the title messiah. Instead he refers to himself as the “Son of 
Man” and goes on to share that he must undergo great suffering, and will be rejected 
by the elders etc.  Finally saying that he will be killed…and after three days rise again.   
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From Peter’s viewpoint, such an idea was preposterous!  What kind of a messiah 
willingly goes into the heart of the opposition knowing full well that the consequences 
will be suffering, persecution, and death.   Indeed, Peter is so appalled by such an idea 
that he physically took Jesus aside and began to rebuke him.  This most definitely was 
not the kind of messiah Peter had in mind.  While Peter’s response is quick and sharp, 
Jesus’ response is just as immediate, and just as sharp saying to Peter, “Get behind 
me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”   

Now I have often felt that Jesus’ question “Who do you say that I am?” was a universal 
question addressed to people of all ages since the incarnation.  And so, it is addressed 
to us as well.  “Who do you say that I am?”  And we respond with the churches 
confession that Jesus is God incarnated in flesh, or as John Dominic Crossan likes to 
say, Jesus is what God would look like in sandals…and we also confess that Jesus 
was true man, born of a woman.  So that Jesus not only reflects the true nature of God, 
he also embodies the true nature of humanity. 

Thus the question from Jesus “who do you say that I am?” Philosophically, contains 
a parallel question. Because we confess that Jesus is both true God and true man, it is 
not only a question about God but is also a question concerning our nature.   What is 
our true nature?    “Who do we say that we are?”   

From our Judeo-Christian tradition, most of us would be quick to repeat the affirmation 
found in the creation story of Genesis.  That is, we would affirm that “We are made in 
the image of God!” Although, because of sin that nature has been tarnished among us.   
But Luther would remind us that the marring of that image because of sin, does not 
fundamentally change our true nature.  We are still created in the image of God.  It’s 
just that in our broken-ness that image is hidden deep within us. Sin does not change 
who we are.  We are still creatures created in the image of God.  But to say that we are 
made in the image of God does not settle the dialog.  Because that question leads us 
back to “What is your image of God?”   

I would suggest to you that we know what the image of God is because we see it in 
Jesus.  We know God in the incarnation.  However, like Peter, we would prefer a God 
of power and might … one who is more like the wrath filled picture of the second 
coming of Jesus from the book of Revelation where the blood of disbelievers flowed 
“as high as a horse’s bridle, for a distance of about two hundred miles.”    

We have been schooled to think in terms of in terms of power and might, we have 
been taught that God is Omnipresent, Omnipotent, Omniscient, powerful, eternal and 
almighty.  And when we think in those grand and lofty terms I think that Jesus would 
say to us the same thing that he said to Peter.  “Get behind me Satan! For you are 
setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”   
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The truth is we have seen the image of God in the incarnate Son, and that image of 
Jesus is KENOSIS (a pouring out, an emptying of self for the sake of others) riches to 
poverty, Son to servant.  It is that image that St Paul urges us to possess.  
 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 
 6who, though he was in the form of God, 
 did not regard equality with God 
 as something to be exploited, 
 7but emptied himself, 
 taking the form of a slave, 
 being born in human likeness. 
 And being found in human form, 
 8he humbled himself 
 and became obedient to the point of death —  
 even death on a cross. 

 Mark’s Jesus, clearly seems to be inviting us to share with him the suffering of the 
cross.  But we have made the cross an icon of piety, we wear it as jewelry, we adorn 
our churches and altars with it. We mark ourselves with the sign of the cross in Holy 
baptism, in Holy Communion and in general in worship.   

We do this to remind ourselves of Jesus execution by crucifixion.  We capture that 
sentiment in phrases like Jesus died for me.  Or we talk about the cross as if it had 
magical powers, the blood of the cross has set me free.  But in spite of the centrality of 
these acts, all of them are centered on Jesus’ death not mine.  We treat the cross 
almost as if it were a prophylactic that would protect us from pain and suffering.  In 
fact, that is the primary message in what Marcus Borg called a heaven-hell theology, 
Jesus died for me so that I will not suffer the pain of hell when I die.  

But all of these acts and views of the cross, beg the question.  Clearly in Mark 8, Jesus 
in inviting his disciples, and therefore us, to pick up their cross and follow is an 
invitation to share in his sacrificial suffering for the sake of the world.  That invitation is 
also found when Jesus discusses the Cup in the Lord’s Super.  “Drink of this - all of 
you” …. Is far more than an invitation to sip some wine.  It is an invitation to drink from 
the very same cup which Jesus prayed to be removed from him in his Gethsemane 
agony.  “Father, remove this cup from me….”   In these and similar texts, Jesus is 
clearly inviting his followers to participate with him and follow his example of sacrificial 
love for the sake of the world.   

No wonder Peter rejected Jesus message.  No wonder we prefer the wrath filled Christ 
of Revelation rather than the Son of Man image of the self-emptying savior.  
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However we might like to, we cannot escape it the call.  When Jesus calls us to “Pick 
up our cross and follow him, he is clearly inviting us to participate in a life like his, to 
participate in a self-sacrifice like his, for the sake of the world.  This is the meaning that 
Marcus Borg called a Transformation of this world theology.   

 

This is certainly what the Apostle Paul means in his numerous references to dying with 
Christ, so that we might rise with him and walk in newness of life.    

But is Jesus actually inviting us into suicide missions for the sake of the world?  It is 
not the pain to which Jesus calls us, but to the act of living and loving on behalf 
of others.   Picking up your cross is living and loving for the sake of others.  The cross 
comes of its own accord, that is, the hatred of this world will be directed at any who 
dare challenge the privilege and status of the elite.  If you side with the poor, if you 
stand for distributive justice, if you seek equality for all people,  if you reject the 
systemic evils of race, economics, and patriarchy that infect our world; if you reject 
violence as a means for solving problems, then the world will exact its revenge upon 
you.  We are reminded of this in what is known as Jesus’ high priestly prayer in John 
17. 

14I have given them your word, and the world has hated them because they do 
not belong to the world, …  John17:14 

If we follow the example of our Lord Jesus, then the world will hate us as it hated him, 
and it will seek to eliminate us as it sought to eliminate him.  If we stand with the holy 
Christ, the world will stand against us.  Some, they will actually put on a cross.  Like 
Oscar Romero, Martin Luther King Jr. to name two prominent followers of Jesus.  

While this invitation to pick up our cross and follow may fill us with foreboding and fear, 
we should keep in mind another invitation from Jesus.  This one is found in Matthew’s 
Gospel: 

29Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in 
heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30For my yoke is easy, and my burden 
is light."  Matt. 11: 28-30 

When we pour out ourselves in the love of neighbor, we experience a joy and a peace 
that passes all understanding.  It is counter-intuitive.  But it is precisely that joy and 
peace that Jesus invites us into when he bids us to pick up our cross and follow.   

And as we gather in worship and as we break bread together in Holy Communion we 
are being given bread for the journey.  We are being nourished so that we can 
participate with the Christ of God in the salvation of this world.  In the face of our nation 
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being torn apart by division, with the politics of fear and resentment being promulgated 
from the highest offices of our land, with fear of the immigrant and the stranger 
becoming common place, with misogynistic attitudes becoming acceptable behavior, 
people of faith need to listen to the alternative voice of Jesus the Christ who calls us 
pick up our cross and follow.   

There are many different voices to be heard in the world around us, but only one that 
leads to the transformation of this world.  In the transfiguration, that moment on the 
mountain top where Jesus is revealed to his Peter, James and John in all of his glory, 
there is a voice that comes from heaven saying of Jesus, This is my beloved Son, 
Listen to him!   

Amen 

 

 

 

 


