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Isn’t it beautiful out here today?  It reminds me of the location in Israel where Jesus delivered what is
often called “The Sermon on The Mount.”  It was on a hillside meadow, overlooking the Sea of Galilee.
The day I was there it was beautiful…just like this.  No fancy buildings, no temple, no religious
trappings…just Jesus talking in a straight forward way about what belonging to God looks like.

Last Sunday during worship the Gospel was Mark 8:34-37

Jesus said, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow
me. 35 For whoever wants to save their life[b] will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the
gospel will save it. 36 What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? 37 Or
what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?

If you will recall, I asked us to spend this past week dwelling on what it means, to deny self, and take up
one’s cross.  What does it mean for you individually?  What does it mean for us collectively?

Stop and do small groups discussing this.  I would like us to stop in small groups of 3…and take 2
minuets each to tell the others what we thought of.

Reconvene and discuss

Today’s gospel comes a short while after last week’s lesson.  In between…are the transfiguration…the
story of Jesus, Peter James and John going up on Sheep Mountain there and encountering the 2 great
Old Testament heroes Elijah and Moses…and then the story of Jesus coming down from that experience
and healing the son of a man who struggles to be a believer.

In today’s lesson…the disciples continue to struggle with the idea that Jesus must be killed and then live
again.  Jesus has told the disciples this…but they cannot accept it.  Not only does this seem
metaphysically impossible to them…it strikes them as just plain old wrong. That the one they see as
Lord, Master and Messiah should be abused and killed just doesn’t line up with their thinking.

Making it evident that they still don’t get it…and that they still think that Jesus is going to rise to political
power in Israel…is the fact that when he isn’t nearby…they squabble amongst themselves about which
of them will rise to most power and influence with him…and become his right-hand-man. (Like people
vie-ing for power in a political environment in our world.)

When this is evident to Jesus…he sets them down and explains that not only must he die this way…but
that following him means us denying self…dying to self…and taking up a cross of our own.  Jesus makes
clear that in his kingdom…humility and service are the measures of success. To drive this point home…
he takes up a small child.  Indicating the child…he says that embracing this hard truth…with the simple
acceptance of a child…is how we accept not only him…but God who has sent him.

He says if we truly are to follow him…we must do this…deny self…and bear a cross.

Mark 9:30-37

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark%208&version=NIV#fen-NIV-24536b


They left that place and passed through Galilee. Jesus did not want anyone to know where they were,
31 because he was teaching his disciples. He said to them, “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into
the hands of men. They will kill him, and after three days he will rise.” 32 But they did not understand
what he meant and were afraid to ask him about it.
33 They came to Capernaum. When he was in the house, he asked them, “What were you arguing
about on the road?” 34 But they kept quiet…because on the way they had argued about who was the
greatest.

35 Sitting down, Jesus called the Twelve and said, “Anyone who wants to be first must be the very last,
and the servant of all.”

36 He took a little child whom he placed among them. Taking the child in his arms, he said to them,
37 “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes
me does not welcome me…but the one who sent me.”

Smallness…child-like faith, sacrifice, being last, being least, service, deny self, die…to…self.

In our culture, these are words of failure. Failure to thrive…Failure to succeed…Failure to win.  Failure to
come out on top.  I have friends and neighbors and fellow Christians (both conservative and liberal) who
are so caught up in the ways of our world…ways of winning…ways of achieving their own sense of
success…ways of securing their own reward…that they feel these essential truths of Jesus are divorced
or separated from the daily ways that they feel we must operate in the world.

Jesus is emphatic, “Whoever wants to be my disciple…must deny themselves and take up their cross
and follow me.”

I want to be his disciple…and I want that for you as well.  But that means coming to terms with this
truth.

The true way of Jesus is very offensive to our ways of thinking.  If his words don’t offend…we aren’t
listening or we aren’t hearing. What does it mean…to die…to our most cherished and valued notions?

Pick any of the divisive issues creating schism in our nation right now.  As I refine each of them down to
their core arguments, pretty much all of them are arguments about a sense of people preserving what
they see as their own individual rights.  Another way of saying rights…is to ask “What I feel entitled to?”

The argument against vaccinations right now is basically an argument about preserving an individual’s
right to choose for themselves what will happen with their own body. And that, that right of theirs, is
pre-eminent above any responsibility they might have for others.

In essence, it is the exact same argument…as that used by the person who seeks to maintain a woman’s
right to choose in cases of abortion.  An individual woman should have the right to decide what she will
do with her body. And that right has primacy…over any right that any unborn children may have.

Gay marriage and LGBTQ rights arguments…are about any individual’s right or freedom to choose how
they will live out their sexuality.

Gun control debates center around the right to “keep and bear arms.”…which many hold sacrosanct.



Many deem the right of “free speech”….the “right to “assemble”…and other rights as equally holy.

There are the many business arguments regarding employer rights and employee rights…that essentially
raise the same questions of rights…and whose rights have more credence? Do we have a right to strike?
Are we employed “at will?”

And of course, another right we assume is the right strive for financial security and amass as much as we
can for ourselves.

Immigration is about our rights as citizens and whether people who are not legal residents of our nation
deserve the same rights as we feel we deserve.  Are they human rights?  Or are they rights of
citizenship?  Which laws hold more sway in how we live?  Our constitutional rights?  Or the commands of
God?  Because they are not in agreement on all of these many matters.

Most people in our country (and many in the Church) are more informed by their rights under the law as
citizens…than by the commands of Christ.  Everyone from kids in school, to people in jail, to patients in
hospitals, to Senior Citizens…are routinely made aware of their rights in relationship to the institutions
that they are a part of.  And I am not saying that is necessarily always wrong.

But Jesus is suggesting here…no…that’s not true.  Jesus isn’t suggesting anything. Jesus is saying…if
we are going to follow him…it will mean being willing to die to many of our worldly rights and
freedoms…in order to adhere to God’s ways.

This is what self-denial and cross bearing look like.  Saying “NO”…to me…and mine…and my right.
Surrendering a right, I have by the world’s standards…to adhere to the values of the kingdom of God.

God knows that in our nation today I have the right to be as promiscuous, greedy, selfish, caustic, mean
spirited, uncaring, self-absorbed, depraved, vulgar and in many ways violent as I can get away with.  In
fact, in many cases if I am an athlete, an entertainer, a talk show host or a politician, I can gain more
celebrity and following the more outrageously I act these ways.  A lot of the things Jesus calls me to die
to…are so very socially acceptable…even enviable…in our culture. Vanity, arrogance, name-calling, and
avaricious wealth are deemed signs of success.

Please go to your small group again.  Do not discuss what some celebrity or someone else should die to.
What have you struggled to die to?  What do you still struggle with this way?  What “right” do you value
so greatly…that you are unwilling to surrender?

Groups

In the Church’s Book of Confessions, “A Brief Statement of Faith” opens with the words, “In Life and in
death…we belong to God”. Do we? Can we surrender cherished rights…because we trust
Jesus…as simply as a child who trust a good parent?


