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Take up a cross
Gracious God, we thank you for your word in scripture and made flesh in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Help us now to catch your voice and speak, we pray, to our hearts and minds.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

There’ll be one question lurking behind every part of this sermon: What sort of Jesus do we believe in?

During our recent visit to Italy we looked around a number of churches in both Pisa and Lucca.  They were often large and frequently had walls either side of the nave filled with Renaissance art.  Jesus, along with Mary, was often depicted wearing a crown.  These paintings showed a Jesus of power and in that, they probably reflected the aura of the Medicci family who no doubt commissioned many of them.

This week I’ve been at Sarum College and we’ve attended evensong in Salisbury Cathedral just opposite.  I almost wanted to shout out Hallelujah on Monday night as I looked around the relative ‘plainness’ of the cathedral – but in the process I would simply give away some of my own prejudices and my concept of a Jesus who is less flamboyant than some of the Italian paintings we encountered the week before.

Because the truth is – there are many versions of Jesus in Christianity – and perhaps in our own pilgrimage we’ve held a variety of ideas about him at various stages of our lives.

Well, our lectionary reading this morning has Jesus telling the disciples something about himself and his mission – a moment of self-disclosure.  Mark, no doubt reading back to us the end of the story, has Jesus declare that he will soon suffer, that he is on a course that will lead to his rejection and ultimate premature death.  This wasn’t the most optimistic life plan to share with your followers for in so many ways this was beginning to feel like a mission that would end in apparent failure rather than a storming success.

Perhaps he had got it wrong.  Maybe he was being far too pessimistic.  Peter certainly thought so. And if Jesus was right – then why had these disciples left everything and signed up for a mission that was now doomed?

But Jesus is adamant in Mark 8.  This is me, he says.  You need to accept this is me and this is our mission.

Maybe it feels to us as we read this chapter that Jesus is doing some necessary work here.  He’s correcting the dominant image of Messiahship which is held by those around him.  If they thought of Jesus in terms of power, bringing back an indigenous government, overthrowing Roman imperialism – then they were backing the wrong horse.

The titles we give to God matter because within them we invest our understanding of God.

I was a little surprised recently to be at a meeting alongside some Liberal Jews who told us they now rarely use the term ‘Lord’ for God because they view it as oppressive.

Indeed whenever we use the terms King or Father for God here in our worship it’s probably good for us to expand on them and tease out what sort of King and what kind of Father we are thinking of as we describe God in this way.

Well here in Mark 8 Jesus seems to quite deliberately use a title for himself – that of Son of Man – to say something significant about who he is and what he has come to do.

In ‘Bible speak’ Son of Man is primarily a term that emphasises our humanity.  In many ways we might say all of us here at AFC this morning are sons of men.  That is, we share a common humanity as brothers and sisters.

So, setting his face towards Jerusalem, anticipating all that will lead up to Easter, Jesus doesn’t refer to himself as Son of God but man.


This, quite simply, isn’t about a mission based on power and carried out in the vein of a kingly liberator.  This is a mission about sacrificial service and compassionate living.

Someone has this play on words - which is worth thinking  about, that the mission and person of Jesus wasn’t about Kingship, but Kinship.  Take out the ‘g’ and Kingship becomes Kinship – Jesus the Son of Man, one with us, our brother, our kin.  Jesus saying look, it’s my humanity that is worth celebrating.  This is the way any human life can be lived.  A life for others.  A life of service.  A life of compassion.  This is the best of us, the best of our humanity – and I think Mark is saying to us this has never been more fully lived out, than in the life of Jesus, The Son of Man.

The Roman politician Cicero said, around AD 60, looking back some 30 years: The cross is the destination of Jesus.

His message of love would be ignored, his call for justice would be misinterpreted and his acceptance of the maginalised would become overblown into a fake news scandal.

And the cross became his destination because he did not kick back.  He meets hatred with forgiveness and violence with peace.

Now this is the controversial bit of the sermon – so I’m giving you a heads up!

I had an interesting conversation last month with a friend about the value of a crucifix rather than an empty cross.  Free Church people in the Protestant tradition like Baptists and URCs don’t usually go in for crucifixes, crosses with a bodily representation of Jesus hanging from the cross beam.  We generally display empty crosses saying he’s not hanging there anymore he is risen.  In a way that’s actually the symbolism of the empty tomb not the cross.  The very point of the cross is that it wasn’t empty.  Jesus died upon it.  His body was crucified.  As the hymn goes: He hung and suffered there.

Don’t worry I’m not going to suggest we replace the empty crosses at AFC with crucifixes – but I do think maybe an empty cross actually sanitizes the reality of what Jesus went through.

Perhaps I should put the word ‘discuss’ after that statement!

Jesus said to his disciples, I am going to suffer death because of what I say and stand for.  That’s where this is going – a real death, in a real body, on a real cross.

So, where are we in this morning’s narrative?  Jesus says: This is me – the cross is my destination.

And right on que Peter blunders in with his protestations that Jesus has got it all wrong.  And what follows next must surely be one of the most tense moments in the gospels.

Jesus shuts Peter down.  That’s the verb that used – it means the same as shutting down the utterances of an unclean spirit.

It must have been far too reminiscent for Jesus of the time he had just spent in the Wilderness as the Devil tempted him to take the easier way. Now Peter is doing the same thing.  ‘Be a different Messiah Jesus’, he says, but Jesus will have none of it and tells him to stop his diabolical talk.

Embarrassment all round. Maybe even the disciples, those closest to Jesus at this moment, were actually missing the point of what it was all about.

So, after telling them: This is me.  And following Peter’s outburst Jesus ends this episode by saying to them: This is you – this is who you need to be.  You need to be cross carrying disciples.  If you are my followers you too need to live with compassion and self-giving love, because that is the way to live a fully human life – said the Son of Man. And if that self-giving life leads to personal suffering bear it with grace, carry it with forgiveness – just as Jesus did


I was thinking the other day of the two State Funerals the Indian government gave to two citizens, neither of whom were Head of State.  One for Ghandi the other for Mother Theresa.

Interesting that. Not a state funeral for a rich entrepreneur.  Not a state funeral for a celebrity.  But for a man who lived simply, spun his own yarn to make his loin cloth and practice peaceful protest.  and for a women who lived as a nun, owned nothing, but strove to see the goodness of Christ in everyone, especially the sick on the streets of Calcutta.

Somehow we recognise the heights of humanity when we see it.  We recognise self-giving lived at personal cost and we realise that such lives represent the best of us, lives given in the service of others.

Of course, living like this is hard.

I read one bible commentator this week who sums up today’s passage and the injunction of Jesus to take up your cross this way: Christian faith is not a life choice; it is a vocation to never ending struggle.

I’m not sure how you market that?  I’m not sure if it would work as a strapline for any church. I’m mean what would anyone make of a poster outside on Woodside Road that says: ‘Come and join us in the biggest struggles you’ll ever have – see you Sundays at 10.30am!! 

But there is truth in that observation.  Self- giving love is tough and demands are all.

The essence of such love is its lack of self- interest and maybe selfless love is a very rare commodity.

Even parents love their children hoping for the joy of being loved back in return.  Nations give aid to the non- developing world often hoping for a stake in that country’s infant industries.  Even Christian missions have been accused of a lack of altruism by nurturing Rice Christians.

Selfless love challenges us all.

Maybe it’s about standing by an addict, expecting nothing back.

Keeping the door open in a family frued even when over decades no one walks through.

It’s about a life of down to earth compassion rather than personal acquisition of wealth, power or adulation.

I was talking to a friend the other day about a church we both knew in which a group of likeminded people with a  similar agenda has basically mounted a coup.  In just a few years this church’s DNA seems to have altered and many of its traditions swept away in the name of modernity.  Perhaps many of the changes have been good but my friend’s conclusion was this, of the group she said: They’ve got all that they ever wanted, but they’ve just forgotten to be compassionate in the process.

It was said with a profound sadness.

Cross carrying disciples don’t laud it over others, don’t insist on their own way.  Cross carrying disciples think of others and do everything in their power to walk a way of peace – often at their own expense.


Jesus says in today’s passage: This is me – I’m going to the cross.  Peter says Jesus has got it all wrong and is then rebuked by Jesus.  And finally, Jesus turns to all his disciples and basically says: take note, my way of life is to be yours also.

Mark Twain once said: It ain’t those parts of the Bible that I can’t understand that bother me, it is the parts that I do understand.


So, we could over complicate verse 34 this morning or we could take a risk, we could read it and then, with God’s help, try to live it:

Jesus then called the people to him, as well as his disciples, and said to them: anyone who wants to be a follower of mine must renounce self, take up a cross and follow me.

That is our calling, may we be given grace to follow, in the name of the Father, son and Holy Spirit.  Amen

Ian Green, Amersham, 22nd February 2018
