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PRAYER OF THE DAY
O GOD, BY THE PASSION
OF YOUR BLESSED SON YOU
MADE AN INSTRUMENT OF
SHAMEFUL DEATH TO BE FOR
US THE MEANS OF LIFE.
GRANT US SO TO GLORY IN
THE CROSS OF CHRIST THAT
WE MAY GLADLY SUFFER
SHAME AND LOSS FOR THE
SAKE OF YOUR SON, JESUS
CHRIST, OUR SAVIOR AND
LORD, WHO LIVES AND
REIGNS WITH YOU AND THE
HoLy SPRIT, ONE GOD,
NOW AND FOREVER. AMEN.
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Liturgical Day: The Second Sunday in Lent
Date: March 8, 2009
Sermon Title: The Cross-Shaped Life

Suffering and death,
Take up your cross and follow,
Lose life to save it.

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

This is an important Gospel lesson. We are studying 7he Gospel According to
St. Mark this year, and the eighth chapter is one of the key sections if you want to
understand what St. Mark has to offer. It is a significant transition chapter —
beginning with Peter’s confession of Jesus as Messiah, and continuing with Jesus’
prediction of what will happen when he arrives in Jerusalem, the tone and
direction of St. Mark’s account shifts dramatically. From here on out, Jesus is
clearly headed towards Jerusalem. From here on out, he is outspoken about his
fate. From here on out, his words get harder to understand, and harder to
embrace.

In this morning’s Gospel lesson, Jesus is teaching about the trials that will
come for him. Eventually, he says to his disciples (in verses 34 and 35):

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.

How can the disciples possibly have any idea what Jesus is talking about?

Deny yourself? Take up your cross to follow Jesus? Lose your life, if you try
to save it? Save your life if you lose it for Jesus? There are certainly times when
the disciples leave Jesus, shaking their heads, and wondering what in the world he
is talking about.

In this instance, that has to be the case: they hadn't seen Jesus’ crucified —
there is only one possible meaning the cross could have had for them at this point
in the story: the cross was what Roman authorities used to punish the worst of all
criminals — those who were the greatest threat to the state. The cross was a
symbol of treason; of violent murder; of the importance of obeying the Roman
state no matter what. I can’t imagine how a single one of those disciples can have
had any idea what Jesus is talking about when he says: “If any want to become
my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”

The disciples’ can't understand what he means at this point on the story. And
that is perhaps one of the greatest differences between them and us. We've heard
the story, and know how it ends. We try, during this season of Lent, to take the
focus off of what eventually happened in Jerusalem. We try, for forty days, to live
as though we don’t know how everything turns out, as we follow his journey
towards Jerusalem for the last time. But the truth is always there: when Jesus
talks about his cross, we know exactly what he means. We know that he will die in
Jerusalem. And we know that he will rise in Jerusalem. We know that his life will
give the cross a meaning that is quite different than the one Roman soldiers and
politicians gave to it. The cross will become a sign of hope and life for millions of
believers throughout the years.

It is hard for us to identify with these first
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well. But how about what he says to us? We know
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that for Jesus, picking up the cross meant death on a cross at Golgotha. But what does it mean for us? What
does it mean for someone in our time, living in our community, and having the kind of life that most of us live
— what does it mean for someone like us to take up a cross and follow Jesus? These are hard questions for
Christians of our time to answer. And, as a matter of fact, the question itself may be as foreign to us, as cross-
talk was to Jesus’ disciples. There have been very few Christian martyrs in the United States. Even if we
wanted to, it would be hard to get someone to crucify us for our faith. Jesus may not be calling us to a literal
death for our faith. But he is calling us to die for our faith. He is calling us to experience life in the exactly
opposite way from how we've been trained to experience life. We are, in this society, consumers above all
things — even in these difficult economic times. Some of us are very well-educated consumers. We ask
questions like: Which food is the healthiest for my family? Which school is the best for my kids? Which
neighborhood is the best one to live in? Which sporting organization will best help my child to strengthen and
mature? We even end up asking, “Which church will best meet my needs, or my family’s needs?”

If we consider this mindset from the perspective of this morning’s text, though, that may be exactly the
wrong question to ask. Jesus teaches us that the essence of life lived in his name is not all about how we can
make our own individual or family lives richer — asking questions like: which church offers the best youth
program, or best worship service, or best educational opportunities. Instead, he would have us ask which
church offers us the best opportunity to put our gifts to work for the kingdom of God. He would have us ask
which church is most in need of the gifts we've been given. He would have us ask which church will do the
best job of helping us to give of ourselves, in order to make a difference in the lives of others.

That is the stewardship Jesus demands of his followers. If you have any desire of following him, he says,
pick up your cross, deny yourself, be willing to lose even life itself in the attempt to follow him. Because only
in that manner are we able to experience what life truly has to offer us.

I heard about a pastor this past week who has a strange way of speaking about what it means to be
involved in his church. The conversation I heard went something like this: he met a couple at a party who had
just moved to his community and were looking for a church home. “Tell us about your church,” they said, “we
might be interested.” Of course, what they meant by that was, tell us about your programs, your activities,
your facilities — what do you have to offer us, in other words? How does your church compare with the others
we've visited? This pastor smiled and said, “Oh, you'll love our church. If you come to our church, we'll kill
you.”

Well, that wasn't exactly what the couple was expecting to hear. At first, they were stunned and
speechless. Finally, the woman chuckled politely and said, “I assume you're kidding.” The pastor said, “Not at
all.” Then he went on to explain that to follow Jesus Christ is not to add another bullet to your résumé, but to
give up self-interest in pursuit of Christ’s kingdom on earth, that the church is not a shopping mall where you
pick up the things you need, but a mission outpost from which you go out in service to Christ and his kingdom.
He never said if the couple joined his church or not. '

That pastor was right: in order to live, first you have to die. That's the ultimate cost of discipleship. What
Jesus is doing in this morning’s Gospel, is attempting to redirect our attention. He tells us that if we allow
ourselves to stay focused on our own selves, our own families, our own jobs, our own cities, our own nations
— if our focus is always inward, we'll never experience the life he has to offer us. But if we are bold enough,
and faithful enough, to become aware of the needs that surround us, and to give of ourselves in order to
touch those needs — in that is found a richness of life that can be experienced in no other way. It is only in
picking up our crosses, that we'll actually find ourselves following Jesus. It is only in giving of ourselves to
others, that we actually find the life that he wants us to know.

Amen.
David J. Risendal, Pastor (March 8, 2009)

From Dr. Sarah Henrich, Professor of New Testament at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, MN; posted on www.workingpreacher.org.



The Second Sunday in Lent; Cycle B (March 8 2009) Page - 3 -

Gospel Lesson; English Text:

831 Then he began to teach them 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.
32 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? 3 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.” "

Gospel Lesson; Greek Text:

831 Kol pExTO SLO&OKELY XOTOVC TL OEL TOV LLOV TOO AVOPWTTOL TTOANK TTXROELV KL
XTTOQOKLMXOOAVAL OTTO TWV TTPECRLTEPWV KXL TWV XPXLEPEWV KXL TWV YPXMMXTEWY KXL
XTTOKTRVOAVAL KXL HETX TPELG NUEPKRC AVROTAVAL * KXl TTXpPNTLX TOV AOYOV EAKAEL. KXL
TTPOOAXKPBOMEVOC O TTETPOC XUTOV PEXRTO ETTLTLUARY XOTW. # 6 §€ ETMLOTPpXPELC KXL LOWV TOVC
MXONT&C XOTOD ETTETIMNCEV TTETPW KXL AEYEL TTXYE OTTILOW MOU, ORTXVE, OTL 00 dPOVELC TX
T00 B€00) GANX T&X TWV &vOpWTTWV. 3* Kol TIpoOKXAETKUEVOC TOV XAOV GOV TOLC MaONTKIC
x0TO0D ELTTEV XUTOLC €€ TLG OENEL OTTLOW MOUL KKOAOULBOELY, XTTXPVNOXOOW EXVTOV KXL XPXTW
TOV OTXUPOV XVTOD KL &KOAOULOELTW poL. *° O¢ Y&p Exv BEAN TAV Yuxiv a0TOD cWoxtL
XTTOAETEL XUTAV G O’ &V XTTOAETEL TAV PUXAV XUTOD VeEKEV EMOD KXL TOD ELXYYEALOL TWOEL
aOTAV. *® TL yo&p WPeNEl vBpwTTOV KEPSATKL TOV KOOUOV A0V KXL TNULwBAVXL TAV YUXAV
a0TOO; ¥ TL Y&p 80l VOpwTToC AVTEAAXYMX TAC WUXACS x\TOD; 8 6¢ y&p EXv ETTXLOXLVOT pE
KXL TOUG EMOVC AOYOUG €V TH YEVER TRUTN TH MOLXXALDL KXL XUXPTWAW, KXL O LLOC TOD
XVOPWTTOU ETTRLOXLVONTETXL XVUTOV, OTXV ABn €v TH 80EN Tod TTRTPOC XVUTOD HETX TWV
XYYEAWV TWV XYLWv. il

St. Mark 8:31-38, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the
Churches of Christ in the United States of America).

St. Mark 8:31-38, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren,
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