
2nd Sunday in Lent – February 25, 2018     Stepping Up to the Plate 

Mark 8:31-38 

St. Giles Church, Northbrook IL – The Rev. Cynthia J. Hallas 

 

Jesus began to teach his disciples that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by 

the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. He said all this 

quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. But turning and looking at his disciples, 

he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but 

on human things.” He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “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? Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful 

generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with 

the holy angels.” Mark 8:31-38 

 

Spring training began in earnest last week, taking many of baseball’s faithful followers to 

Arizona to watch their favorite teams in action for the first time in – well, in only 4 months!  

But this is baseball, after all. And now that the catchers and pitchers have been joined by their 

teammates, there’s a whole lotta guys stepping up to the plate! 

 

Anthony Rizzo is there, of course, along with his fellow Cubs. But last week the first baseman 

left spring training, briefly. As an alumnus of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in 

Parkland, Florida, Rizzo traveled back to his alma mater to offer words of consolation and 

comfort to those in his hometown who had just experienced the horror of yet another fatal school 

mass shooting. Last week, Anthony Rizzo stepped up to a different sort of plate. 

 

“Stepping up to the plate” may have originated with baseball, but the phrase has come to 

describe the actions of anyone who takes on a challenge, or comes forward to take on a difficult 

task, perhaps one that others are not willing to do. Stepping up to the plate can take courage, 

focus, determination, dedication. Stepping up to the plate might well involve sacrifice; it may 

well be costly – perhaps not unlike taking up your cross.   

 

When Jesus speaks openly to his disciples about his looming suffering, his rejection by the 

leaders of his own religion, his death (and even his resurrection), he is making it clear that this 

path cannot be avoided. And it might have begun sinking in to those disciples that if they are 

going to follow him, their fate could well be similar. That’s a terrifying thought, one that might 

easily make the question their commitment. The exchange that precedes this encounter is the 

well-known “confession” of Peter. The disciples tell Jesus that “people” variously are saying that 

he is John the Baptizer, Elijah, another prophet; but when he asks the disciples “But who do 

YOU say that I am?” Peter correctly identifies Jesus as the Messiah. That’s all well and good 

until Jesus explains the consequences. This news is both unexpected and unwelcome. Peter had 

not thought of that; none of them had. It frightens Peter. No wonder he takes Jesus aside to 

“rebuke” him. In that rebuke is a complete denial of all that Jesus is, and all that his mission 

encompasses, and all that God has planned for the revelation of the kingdom of heaven. Peter not 

only doesn’t want to step up the plate himself; he doesn’t really want Jesus to do it either. No 

wonder Jesus calls him “Satan” – Peter’s rebuke tests Jesus’ loyalty to God. Then Jesus offers 

this:  



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. 

 

When Jesus speaks of taking up the cross, he isn’t talking about something that’s annoying or 

inconvenient. He’s very clear that taking up the cross always involves putting ourselves at risk 

for the sake of the good news: if not risking our lives, then possibly our reputations, our social 

standing, our worldly goods and possessions, our comfort level, our complacency, our self-

serving fear. It means summoning up the courage to stand up to those voices, internal and 

external – and we all have them - that test our loyalty to the gospel; voices that say, “Don’t 

bother, you can’t possibly make a difference,” or “What will people think of you if you stick 

your neck out like that?” or “This is too controversial; I’m conflict averse, I can’t get involved” 

or “the Church should stay out of [whatever it is the voices tell you the church should stay out 

of]”.  

 

Since the massacre of students and teachers in Parkland, it’s been young people: children, youth, 

students, who have been stepping up to the plate. They have traveled to address lawmakers, 

they’ve had an audience with the president, they have staged walkouts from school in protest and 

more such walkouts are coming; I believe there’s one planned here in Northbrook next month.  

They have lost friends, classmates, siblings, and teachers. The idea of “taking up the cross” 

might not be uppermost on their minds, but they are certainly doing gospel work.  

 

15-year-old Abram Cressman is the son of the Rev. Lisa Cressman, an Episcopal priest;  

he’s a high school freshman who freely admits to never having had much interest in religion 

(some PKs are like that!). He has no personal experience with a school shooting, but in “An 

Open Letter to Preachers after the Florida Shootings,” published this week on his mother’s blog,  

Abram writes about his fears for his safety and that of his friends, and has this to say about the 

increasingly controversial phrase “thoughts and prayers”: 

In this time of darkness, when those who are faithful look deep into themselves and 
question if their thoughts and prayers matter, I bring to you this quote, and I encourage 
you to share it with your congregation. Unfortunately I don’t know who said it and can’t 
give them proper credit, but I hope their words will inspire others to do something. “Pray 
like God is always listening, but act as if you are the only one who can do something 
about it.” Thoughts and prayers mean nothing if not followed by action. Abram 

continues - and remember, he is talking to preachers here If you, like so many others, sit 
down for half an hour and pray to God to help these people, then get up and do nothing, 
trusting in your God to take care of it for you, you are not helping. If you really believe 

that God will do something, then make sure he knows you’re doing something too.1 
 

That’s from a 15-year-old. Abram’s letter inspired me – actually, it convicted me - as I was 

preparing this sermon; I suspect it has inspired and convicted a number of my colleagues, too.  

In fact, all these young people inspire me. Where their elders – lawmakers, politicians, in some 

cases even their parents and their clergy – have consistently failed them, they are stepping up to 

                                                           
1 https://www.backstorypreaching.com/blog/a-ninth-grader-writes-an-open-letter-to-preachers-after-the-florida-
shootings 



the plate. In the face of slander and ridicule and being trolled by internet bullies and false 

accusations that that are “actors” and having their concerns dismissed by the people whose minds 

they are trying to change, even death threats these young people are persisting. When Sandy 

Hook didn’t succeed in changing the gun culture in this country, I began to despair that nothing 

would. Now, I have some hope. 

 

Just a few moments ago, in the penitential rite that began our liturgy, we asked God to disclose to 

us the secret purposes of our hearts, most especially, [in] the covenant of our baptism…to know 

how faithfully we have persevered in resisting evil…. The slaughter of our children, of any 

innocent persons, is an evil that must be resisted. I believe that working to end the ease of access 

to assault weapons in this country – weapons that no private citizen could possibly need for sport 

or self-protection; as well as ending the idolatry of an obsessive gun culture is a way to resist that 

evil.   

 

I confess that I have not done all I could to resist that evil. I confess it makes me uncomfortable 

to stand at this pulpit and talk about an issue that is so politically charged and so divisive. But for 

Christ’s sake I can’t not do it. I have read and heard the courageous examples of young people 

speaking truth to power this week, and for Christ’s sake I can’t not do it. I have read and 

reflected on this week’s gospel, and on what it means for me, personally, to take up the cross, 

and for Christ’s sake I can’t not do it. 

 

Bishop Lee, along with his fellow Bishops Against Gun Violence2,  is calling on Episcopalians in 

this diocese to join him in offering prayers of lamentation and to call for a ban on assault 

weapons. On Saturday, March 24 (the day before Palm Sunday), the bishop invites us to begin 

our pilgrimage into Holy Week by taking to the streets in the Chicago’s portion of the 

nationwide effort “March for our Lives”. I plan to attend, and I would love to have a contingent 

of St. Gileans go along with me – please consider joining me. You’ll be hearing more in the next 

couple of weeks; there’s a sign-up sheet in the narthex. 

 

Taking up the cross is never an easy venture; if it is, that’s a sure sign we’re not doing it right. If 

we’re going to persevere in resisting evil, it will take courage. It will take prayer, of course; 

prayer for those we seek to help, prayer that we might follow Jesus courageously. And it will 

take action, stepping up to the plate – action in the name, and for the sake, of the One who calls 

us to set our mind on divine things, for the life of the world – and everyone in it. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 http://bishopsagainstgunviolence.org/ - you may read the Call to Action on the website 

http://bishopsagainstgunviolence.org/

