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I am one of five children, with three older siblings.  For much of my childhood, I was trailing behind one of them, but she did not want me back there at all.  But, behind her was only place I wanted to be.  She had interesting friends and went to places that were adventurous for me.  Sometimes when I followed her, I needed her help in keeping up, in negotiating the terrain, in getting in the door.   Did I get that help? No.

Today, our Gospel is about following too, but this kind of following is a different kind than I just talked about; this is following Jesus. Our Gospel today from the 9th chapter of Mark covers a lot of territory; so we will focus only on one part.  It is in the middle of the back of your insert – find it now, and follow along (no pun intended).  Jesus said, “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…will save it.” Few preachers speak on this because it is difficult:  it is difficult to understand, it is difficult to explain, and difficult to live by.  So, we are going to talk about it today!  Let me break it down into parts.  We, as Jesus’ followers are to: 1st: Deny ourselves, 2nd:Take up our cross, 3rd: Lose our lives for Jesus’ sake in order to save it.

1st what does Jesus mean when He tells us that we are to deny ourselves?  When we hear this during Lent, the first thing that comes to our minds is “giving up chocolate or sweets.”  Is this what Jesus meant?  No, what Jesus meant was that we are, on a daily basis, to love others as Christ loves us, outrageously – and sometimes this will involve sacrifice, sometimes this will involve us caring for others we don’t really feel like caring for.  In our society, this kind of behavior is not recognized. We live in a culture that rewards people for doing one big thing – like winning American Idol or the Daytona 500 or being on a winning Superbowl team. And, if you do one thing big – well then you have it made!  The Christian life is not like that….this denying self is really about living for God every day, doing small things – small things that often no one will even recognize much less reward.  Mother Teresa once said, “There are no great things, only small things done with great love.” These small things are like: Listening to the neighbor kid’s troubles instead of saying, 'Get lost,' or - going to a nursing home and feeding people who can’t feed themselves or reading to a blind person. These little acts of love are not “random acts of kindness” (like the bumper sticker says) for there is nothing random about them; they are directed and guided by God, they are simply what we are called to do as Christians. Denying oneself is about living the Christian life little by little over the long haul, day after day.  It is called denying because it is against our nature to do these things, especially with unlovable people. We are busy, we have “our people” – yet we are called to take the time to reach out with small acts of love to others. This is a whole lot more than just giving up chocolate, which is not easy at all.   So, how do we get the strength to do them?  Through prayer – day after day, hour after hour, minute by minute.  
Ok, how about the second thing -- what does it mean to take up our cross?  Let’s start by looking at what taking up your cross is NOT:

-To some, “taking up your cross” is understood as you needing to put up with whatever hardship you have in your life. It does not mean to silently endure your tribulations.  For example, it is not about silently putting up with a lousy boss or a hardship or someone treating you badly.  
-It is not about playing the martyr.  My mother always used to say, “Oh, I will eat the burned toast,” but there was always an edge to her words that made us kids feel guilty.  
-To others the cross is just a common ornament, a piece of jewelry –so it means very little.  No, wrong. It means a whole lot.  
Taking up our cross is all about living dead to sin and alive in Christ.  The cross is a radical symbol of two things:  love and death.  It is about love, because this is what Jesus did because He loves you so much. And the cross is about death – the cross was the instrument of Roman execution, it meant death.  Taking up our cross ends up being a very positive thing for us, because of the sacrifice Jesus did for us.  It is about leaving behind our old life where we did not know Jesus, where we were led astray into sin.  It is about celebrating living a new life in Christ and doing what we need to do for the Lord.  Sometimes it will be tough, you will go through valleys; other times you will be way up on the mountaintop….but always living out of solidarity with Christ.  This is being fully alive.  It took a long time for the apostles to understand this; we heard Peter get rebuked by Jesus in this Gospel for not getting it.  But Peter did eventually get it.
Now 3rd, what does it mean to lose our lives for Christ’s sake? It does not mean to stop being ourselves, or to hurt ourselves (self-flagellation). It does not mean to put ourselves down, or to allow ourselves to be treated badly. Losing our lives for Christ’s sake means to find ourselves, to be fully ourselves “in Christ.”  God made you in His image for His purpose, and you can only do this if you use your God-given gifts and talents for God’s glory.  It does mean getting some things like our egos out of the way so we can be swept up in the work of Christ Jesus here on earth: to love God and love others, especially those in need; to share the Good News of salvation through Jesus.  This is not work to do in our spare time, after everything we want to do is done. This is central in our lives.  And, when we start losing our lives for Christ’s sake, things start changing little by little; God does some good transforming.
George, a middle aged guy who just got serious about studying the bible, sensed that God was calling him to reconcile with an old friend.  George admitted that he had a big disagreement with this friend a couple of years ago, and he had not talked with him since then. After much prayer, George called up his former friend and asked him to meet him in town for coffee.  They met. George apologized and now, a couple of weeks later, they are buddies again and George is at peace – he knows he did what God expected him to do.  Another true story of how God works. Shay Kelley lost her job. Then she lost her home.  She went off in the woods and yelled at God.  She said, “I didn’t know why God would lead me up to this point in my life just to have me left with nothing. So I asked God to tell me what my purpose is, and if He did I would work hard-harder than I have ever worked in my whole life.”  Within weeks she had an answer. The answer was weird and scary, but she did it anyway: to travel to all 50 states, collect food for charities along the way, and take photos.  She set off, began to meet homeless people and dropped off the canned goods.  She learned that people who had the least gave the most.  She said, “I wanted people who are in really rough situations to realize that God didn’t forget about them.”  She continues in this effort sharing the message of God’s hope, living on the road in her truck. These are examples of denying self, of losing self, of taking up your cross.  People don’t do these kinds of things out there, but we are called to do these kinds of things.

Jesus said: “follow me.”  We are not going it alone stumbling behind Jesus, with Him on ahead oblivious of us behind Him.  He is guiding us, He is protecting us, He is loving us, He is leading us along the way. If we pray, study His word, and are open for ways to serve Him daily – we will know the acts of love we are to do.  God has appointments set up all over the place for us to be His hands, voice, ears, feet.  We are the only Gospel that many people will ever see.  Our offertory hymn we will sing soon captures this: “He leadeth me.By His own hand He leadeth me; His faithful foll’wer I would be, For by His hand He leadeth me.” Amen.
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