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Lent 2 Year B, Mark 8:31-38
The Rev. Hugh Donnelly

[Before the sermon, sing the first four verses of the song 
Will you come and follow me, #634.]
That’s a great hymn we just sang.
Did you pay attention to the words? 
You sang with gusto…

Were you aware of what you were singing?


Were you really paying attention? 
You were asked a number of questions about your discipleship. 
Will you leave yourself behind? 
Will you kiss the leper clean? 
Will you “come and follow me”?
Challenging questions. 
This hymn judges us, 
and by judges I mean challenges;
judgment happens in us when someone or something

reminds us that we have some growing up to do,
when God asks us to live up to the demands of true discipleship.
 This song we sang is about a God who has pretty high expectations 
when it comes to discipleship. 
Perhaps sometimes we can become a little complacent in our discipleship.
We don’t like to think of it as something that’s difficult…
Being a Christian shouldn’t be difficult, should it?
Being a member of a Presbyterian Church shouldn’t be difficult, should it? 
Isn’t discipleship about self-improvement,


about feeling secure?


about enjoying God?


about coming to church to feel good about yourself?
Shouldn’t discipleship be like being on the winning team?

Shouldn’t it be: Gimme a C! gimme a H! gimme a U!...R-C-H.
Maybe sometimes that’s what discipleship feels like.

But most of the time, it’s not fun and games.
I imagine Peter and the rest of the disciples often felt excited about following Jesus. 
A few weeks back we heard the story about 
Peter and the other fishermen enthusiastically jumping out of 
their boats and following, leaving their nets lying in the sand. 
I imagine it was exciting for the disciples to serve that huge multitude 
with helpings of bread and fish that Jesus had blessed. 
I imagine it was exciting for the disciples to be sent out by Jesus 
to wander from town to town, exorcising demons and curing lepers. 
“This is pretty neat stuff,” I can hear them saying. 
“Following Jesus is good for the world and, hey, 
I’m glad to be a part of it!” 
Gimme a J! Gimme a C!
But you heard a different story from Mark’s gospel a few minutes ago.
You know, and I know, that the disciples were in for a bit of surprise. 
Because little did they know where this game of 
Follow-the-Leader would actually lead. 
You remember Follow the Leader, don’t you? 
The game was always fun until the leader decided to do something that 
you didn’t think was a good idea, 
like something stupid or something dangerous. 
Then the game wasn’t fun anymore. 
Well, in Mark’s gospel up to this point, 
following Jesus hadn’t been such a bad thing. 
But today’s passage is a turning point in the adventure, 
because today we see that the leader has 
turned the game into something dangerous. 
The disciples learned this disturbing truth as they 
sat with Jesus one day in a small village. 
Jesus told them something he had never even mentioned before. 
He said to them: 
“I’m going to end up suffering, and be rejected, 
and be killed…” 
“Um, come again, Jesus?
  I don’t think we caught that right…”
Jesus continued, “And if you want to be my followers, 
you must deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” 
Ok, whoa, whoa…let’s back up the horses here! 
Where did this talk of suffering suddenly come from? 
When I made decision to follow you, Jesus, 
I didn’t know this would be part of the game!
But no, the disciples heard correctly. 
“You really want to follow? 
You must deny yourself and take up your cross.” 
You can almost feel a cold chill descend upon the text. 
In Mark’s gospel, the concept of suffering is 
more than just a part of the story; it is central. 
The identity of Jesus as a teacher and healer cannot be
disconnected from Jesus as sufferer. 
On three different occasions Jesus predicts that his faithfulness to God 
will lead him to death. 
Now of course, the disciples didn’t want to hear anything about a cross. 
After all, they were supposed to follow him—go the whole distance.

And if Jesus went down the road of suffering, then…
 “You really want to follow? 
Deny yourself, and take up your cross.” 
This is heavy stuff. Serious material. 
It’s a text that’s hard to hear, hard to understand. 
These words of Jesus—deny yourself and take up your cross—
do not fall pleasantly to our ears. 
I suspect that not many of us like to think about taking up our cross at all. 
It makes us uncomfortable. 
There’s enough suffering in the world, isn’t there? 
Surely we don’t need any more of it. 
“Excuse me, Jesus, but must denying one’s self 
really be included in that job description of discipleship?” 
According to Mark, the answer is Yes. 
If you want to follow Jesus, 
you must deny yourself, 
and take up your cross. 
I think that every Bible should come equipped with a little neon sign 
that flashes “Warning!” beside this passage. 
You see, this can be a very dangerous piece of scripture. 
This idea of denying one’s self and bearing a cross can so easily be misinterpreted. 
This text is often used to justify suffering which I believe 
is in no way connected with the will of God. 
I’ve sat at the bedside of a man in hospital who spoke of 
his advanced cancer as his cross to bear. 
I’ve read about a woman who felt trapped in an abusive relationship 
and consoled herself by quoting “I must deny myself” 




as if that was God’s will for her. 
But I don’t think that’s the kind of denial
Jesus is talking about in this passage. 
I don’t believe for a second that God wills that kind of suffering. 
Denial is not about forfeiting one’s power to the hands of someone else. 
Denial is not about forgetting or ignoring one’s own health and safety needs,


or being a doormat and letting people walk all over you.
And the cross is not some difficulty in your life. 
The cross is not some personal problem you have with family or partner or job. 
The cross is not about the burdens that life imposes on you. 
Rather, the cross is something you experience because you choose to follow Jesus. 
The cross is a consequence of committed discipleship. 
That’s a different kind of suffering. 
There is an old story about a person who, when walking by a tree, 
noticed a commotion on the ground. 
On closer inspection, he saw an insect hopelessly entangled in the root. 
He reached down and saved the insect, 
but of course it stung him in the process. 
“Why did you do that?” a friend asked, 
who saw the man’s hand swollen and sore from the insect’s sting. 
“You’re a fool. You knew that thing would sting you.” 
“Yes,” he replied, “but now I and the insect will live.” 
A silly story, perhaps, but one which illustrates this different kind of suffering. 
If we choose to walk in the footsteps of Christ, 
we may end up carrying a load that feels like a cross. 
I don’t think it’s God’s will that we live in a world 
where crosses need to be carried,


but I suspect that it is God’s will that we live faithfully.



And if our faithfulness leads us to a cross…
Carrying  your cross is a consequence of 


your decision to live faithfully.
When we make a decision—over and over—to follow Jesus Christ, 
then our lives are changed.
Faithful living is not necessarily easy living.
Nowhere does Jesus promise that walking God’s way will be easy; 
nowhere is it written that things will always go better for us

after we say: “I will follow.”
On the contrary, in this passage Jesus states quite explicitly that if we make 
decisions in life that align with God’s good purposes and intentions 
for all people, 
then our choice to live that way—God’s way—
may mean we’ll find ourselves playing 
an uncomfortable game of Follow the Leader.
It’s counterintuitive for us to think of following Jesus as a difficult thing.
Like Peter, we often find we have different understandings of who Jesus is

and what we want Jesus to do for us.
Years ago, in a preaching book,

someone did a study on what people thought about preaching.

The most frequent complaint was that sermons were too long


on analysis of problems, and too short on solutions.

People want, in 20 minutes or less, 
some kind of resolution on life’s conflicts,


answers to questions, solutions.
Recently I received in the mailbox one day a brochure on a new church 
opening up in the neighbourhood. 

It was glossy, eye-catching, really professional looking.





So I read it.

On the cover were a number of questions:



“Are you having trouble with your marriage?”



“Are you in economic difficulty?”



“Are you lonely?”



“Are you stressed out?”


I opened the brochure:



“Visit us at St. so-&-so Church for the answers to your 
  many questions and your deepest needs.”

Now don’t get me wrong: that church is making a point of contact with 


people who need real ministry.



Programs in a church are important. 
But what I found interesting is everything in the brochure 
appealed to  our cultural mythology that something is only good

if it’s good for me: 
what is this church going provide to me; 
what am I going to get out of this community,

what is God going to do for me? 






If I’m going to follow this God,




I’d better like it. 
There is a proclivity in us—in all areas of live—to seek security
and pleasure,
and ease,
and happiness. 
These natural instincts are very strong. 
Yet today, we heard Jesus say: “Deny yourself, and take up your cross.”
Here we are, in the second Sunday in Lent

confronted with a text challenging us to be so faithful 


that even if our faithfulness brings us to a cross,
we’re to keep being faithful. 
Deny yourself.
Deny your natural inclination to accumulate while others are still hungry. 
Deny your tendency to coil back in fear when you have an opportunity to 
take some (even small) stand for what is right and just 
in your workplace or on the street. 
Deny the “It’s all about me” mentality of our culture, 
the “I’m the center of the universe” trend 
(and think rather about God being at the centre of the world).
Deny the desire to follow your own path in life, 
and instead, follow Christ’s path. 


Even if that path isn’t an easy one. 
This is a part of what it is to be baptized.
Yes, baptism is about the coming of the Holy Spirit;

it’s about the forgiveness of sin;

it’s about new life in Christ; 

it’s about unconditional grace and the truth that God has done


everything necessary to ensure our salvation, present and future. 
But baptism is also about dying with Christ. 
On two occasions Jesus uses the word “baptism” 
to refer to his impending death. 

“Can you drink the cup that I must drink?

  Or be baptized with the baptism with which I must be



baptized?”
To be baptized “into Christ” and “in the name of Christ” 

means to be incorporated into the way of life


which characterized his life,




the life of the faithful servant,






the obedient one.
So welcome to Lent. 
Sometimes we gather on a Sunday and Jesus blesses us.
Sometimes, like this Sunday, he challenges us, rebukes us,



as he rebuked Peter. 
If you don’t want to risk that, 
then you’d best not join this Lenten journey.
On the other hand, if you’re up to the risk,



then come along for what will probably be an interesting ride.
We’ll see where Jesus’ path finally leads.
May God give us grace to follow faithfully.
[Sing the final verse of Will you come and follow me, #634.]
