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Sunday after the Elevation of the Cross 
2013 

Mark 8:27- 9:1 

There are times, I think, when we Christians need to stop, pause, take a deep breath 

and ask ourselves why do we believe that Jesus of Nazareth is somehow “redemptive” 

for us, what did he do, what was his suffering and death about, and how was his life “for 

us and for our salvation” .  And then, having listened to today’s gospel reading, we really 

also  need to ask why should we take up our own crosses and follow Jesus? 

These are not easy questions, but there are, I think, certain clues are given to us in 

today’s gospel and in the liturgical celebration of the Cross to help us, at least, to think 

about these questions  so that we might hear the story afresh.   

First of all, whatever we mean by Jesus’ work of redemption, it is clear that it was 

worked out in and through conflict- the cross is at the center of things.  Jesus was 

neither a peaceful philosopher handing out profound ideas of one kind or another nor 

was he a first-century Mr. Rogers trying to make everyone smile and learn to live 

together happily.   

In today’s gospel reading, Jesus has just invited his followers into something which we 

all instinctively balk at- to share life with him in a profoundly, but disturbingly, new way: 

“All who want to come after me must say no to themselves, take up their cross, and 

follow me.”  Something really different is going on here, something that took Jesus’ 

disciples- and takes us, I think- a really long time even to begin to grasp.  It is a new 
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way- a radically new way- of understanding things, like God, forgiveness, what victory 

means, how life is to be lived, what salvation means- almost everything!   

 We need to try to listen to the story with fresh ears, with minds and hearts that are open 

enough to having ourselves changed.  Otherwise, I don’t think we can ever encounter 

the cross of Jesus as the wisdom and power of God.  We ourselves have to be changed 

first if we are ever to  take seriously Jesus’ words,  “All who want to come after me must 

say no to themselves, take up their cross, and follow me,” because, quite frankly, every 

bone in our bodies probably rebels against that invitation. 

We have to remember that these words of invitation that we heard in today’s gospel 

come immediately after Jesus told his disciples that he himself would suffer, would be 

handed over, would be crucified, and would be raised from death.  Peter reprimanded 

Jesus for talking like that, and Jesus in return identified Peter’s resistance as diabolical.  

Let me read those words in Mark’s gospel: 

31Then Jesus began to teach his disciples: “The Human One [Son of Man] must suffer 
many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and the legal experts, and be 
killed, and then, after three days, rise from the dead.”32He said this plainly. But Peter 
took hold of Jesus and, scolding him, began to correct him. 33Jesus turned and looked 
at his disciples, then sternly corrected Peter: “Get behind me, Satan. You are not 
thinking God’s thoughts but human thoughts.” 

Jesus, on the one hand, wasn’t asking his disciples to do something that he himself was 

not willing to do. And, on the other hand, he wasn’t  telling them that he was doing 

something so that they wouldn’t have to. He was inviting them  to join him on a road he 

was walking, on a journey he was taking: 
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34After calling the crowd together with his disciples, Jesus said to them, “All who want to 
come after me must say no to themselves, take up their cross, and follow me.35 All who 
want to save their lives will lose them. But all who lose their lives because of me and 
because of the good news will save them.36 Why would people gain the whole world but 
lose their lives?37 What will people give in exchange for their lives?38 Whoever is 
ashamed of me and my words in this unfaithful and sinful generation, the Human One 

[Son of Man] will be ashamed of that person when he comes in the Father’s glory with 
the holy angels.” 

But the question still remains: What was Jesus inviting those disciples, and inviting us, 

to become part of?  What does His cross mean?  How is it saving us?  How are we part 

of it? 

Today I would like to make only one point, and I think it is a very, very difficult point for 

us to understand, let alone follow: the cross of Jesus was his willingness to lose- and 

that is what makes it so, so hard for us.  We are a people who always like to win, who 

always like to be the biggest, the most powerful, ahead of the pack.  And here in the 

gospel we have an entirely different vision of life, of what is important, of how we can 

and should live.  And it is rooted in the willingness and the ability and the courage and 

the strength to lose!  Peter’s response to this kind of talk by Jesus  is perfectly 

understandable to me: “God forbid that this should ever happen!”  But Jesus names 

Peter’s response for what it is- it’s diabolical, it’s the mind of the evil one, the mind that 

is opposite that of God. 

The real meaning behind Jesus’ self-giving up to death, His willingness to lose to those 

who thought they had to win, was so that his enemies too might be set free from the 

compulsion to win.  The world of “winners”, the world of Jesus’ opponents (and 

frequently the world which we also inhabit) was a world in which surviving by creating 
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victims, surviving by being able to beat down your enemies, was, and is, simply the way 

life was and often still is.   

The Romans determined the conditions of life in Galilee where Jesus lived and carried 

out his mission.  In the decades before He was born, Roman armies had marched 

through the area, burning villages, enslaving the able-bodied, and killing the infirm.  

Roman warlords had appointed he young military strongman Herod as “king” and 

provided him with troops to conquer his subjects.  The Romans glorified conquest and 

victory, and they practiced deterrence against their rule by terrorism- crucifixion, mass 

slaughter and enslavement were means by which they terrorized conquered peoples 

and kept them under control.  They were the winners; nearly everyone else were the 

losers. It was precisely this kind of world that Jesus knew first-hand, and rejected. 

He was willing to “lose to death” not because God wanted to get his pound of flesh from 

someone so that somehow it could satisfy his sense of a loss of honor or of glory or of 

justice caused by our sins.  Jesus “loses to death” in order to get through to us, to show 

us that there is another way of living.  It is the Father who empowers his Son to give 

himself up for us, and towards us, and in our face, because we need to be weaned off 

that sense which we all have that the end of our biological lives is what matters the 

most.  To keep ourselves at the top of the heap, to protect ourselves from every 

incursion into what is ours, to take revenge on others for the harm they do to us- all of 

this is our feeble attempt to ward off the terror of death itself. 

When Jesus embraces a willingness to lose, and invites us to join him in that incredible 

new way of thinking and of living, he was telling us that God is so faithful to us- and this 
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is what we probably have the hardest time accepting- that God is so faithful to us, that 

we can be free to lose, that we can be free to give ourselves up even to death so that 

we can live as if death were not, so that we can live as if the end of our biological 

existence is not what is the deepest truth. When St. Paul says, as we heard in today’s 

epistle, that the life he lives in the flesh, he lives by faith in the Son of God, this, I think is 

what he meant- the God of Israel was faithful to Jesus, and we can trust that, and 

because we can trust that, we too can live the way that Jesus lived. 

In other words, if we can learn to be willing to lose, to undergo death before it strikes us, 

“to say no to ourselves, take up our crosses, and follow Jesus”, then we can be free, 

then death loses its power over us already, and we can start to live free of its 

compulsions and free of all the nasty and illusory survival attempts that we all engage 

in. 

For Jesus this is what it means to be “blessed”, to be “happy” and to be “free”.   The 

Beatitudes that we sing nearly every Sunday are that freedom and that happiness.  

They are about being able to live as if we have died already, as if survival through 

revenge, through hatred, through self- preservation, through pride, and through power is 

no longer necessary.   But this, I think, is really, really difficult.  And  that’s probably why  

we often prefer neat moral laws and a neat moral system of ethics to the Beatitudes- 

because we haven’t yet learned to lose freely and willingly and walked after Jesus.  But 

for Him, this was what real freedom was all about.  And this is why he could walk the 

road to Jerusalem and to Calvary not as a whimpering, self-pitying martyr, but as God’s 

beloved Son- because he was free. He knew the Truth, and that Truth was not a set of 
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ideas in his head, but His willingness to live in the arms of God with wholehearted trust 

and confidence. 

This, I know, is really hard.  Just thinking about it is scary.  Jesus doesn’t embrace the 

cross so that we can avoid it, so that we can live still captive to the power of death and 

then hope that God will take care of us after we die.  Jesus invites us into the deal.  

That’s what our baptisms mean, that’s what accepting Jesus’ invitation to follow him 

means- to die-in-advance so that we are no longer driven by death in our living.  That, 

for Jesus, is what  God’s Kingdom, which is already in our midst, looks like! 

 

 

 

 


