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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

In today's Gospel, we hear some of the hardest and most important and essential words
that our Lord ever spoke, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up
his cross and follow me.” These words are given immediately after the rebuke that Jesus
gave to Peter who said, "Lord, you're not going to Jerusalem to be crucified. That's not the
kind of Messiah that I have in my thoughts. It doesn't fit my expectations." And Jesus said,
"Get behind me, Satan.” And if you know the Apostle Paul and you should know your Bibles,
you know your Bibles before you hear a sermon, you can assess the sermon to make sure
the priest is not making things up. That's number one. And number two, so you can
increase your knowledge. But in the books of Paul, we hear that Satan is a murderer. A
murderer from the very beginning. And he's personified in that figure Cain who killed and
murdered his brother. Peter is saying to Jesus, "Don't go to Jerusalem and die." Does that
sound like a murderer to you? Well, Jesus says, "Yes, it is. Yes, it is." Because in the
kingdom's scheme of things, if you seek to save your life, you lose it. If you lose your life for
the Gospel, you save it. You think you're saving someone from the cross, but you're actually
killing them and you're killing yourself.

So, you have to make a choice. These are the hardest words. Take up your cross. The
tension in the text of the Gospel is clear. Peter wanted a Christ of glory, not a Messiah of
suffering. He was blinded by his human expectations how things ought to be. But Jesus
insists that discipleship following him is not about self preservation but about self-denial. It
is not about gaining the world but about gaining true life through the cross. Not
circumventing it but going through it.

Today I would like to focus on three things. First, [ would like to talk about the cross as the
heart of the Gospel. I'd like to talk about the great exchange of gain for loss or perhaps loss
for gain. I'd like to talk about the call to follow Christ on the way, on the path, on the road.
The cross is the heart of the Gospel. Paul calls this Gospel the word of the cross in 1
Corinthians 1:18. For the Jews, this was a stumbling block because the Jews of that day like
Peter had the idea of a Messiah that was a conquering monarch. He would have been more
like an Achilles or something like that rather than how he turned out actually to be. So he
was a stumbling block to the Jewish people of the time and he was foolishness to the Greeks
and Helenists of the day. Why? Because he doesn't fit with Platonic philosophy. It doesn't
make any sense. It doesn't sound reasonable. If you want to build a business and make
millions, you don't do stupid things, do you? That make your business collapse before it
even begins. Well, in the Gospel, we're not talking about business. We're talking about life.
The life that God gives. And for the philosophers, this was unreasonable for a king to do.
How can you reign and be dead at the same time? Mark adds this interesting phrase for
those who suffer. He says, "For my sake and for the Gospel's sake." This indicates that the
cross is not an accessory. It's not just an appendage to the Gospel. It is the epitome, an




example of the Gospel. And what is the Gospel? The Gospel is the “Good news.” What is the
good news? The good news is that God is king. That God is reigning. That he is sitting on the
throne. And he calls all the shots. This is the Gospel. It sounds counterintuitive to kingly
reign, doesn't it? But we're thinking not the way politicians and the modern world thinks.
We're thinking the way God thinks and how he expects us to think and thus live. Because
with our thoughts, we make our world.

Just as Peter stumbled by trying to separate the Messiah from the cross, so we too are
tempted to make our Christianity a Christianity of comfort, of satisfaction, of retirement.
No, this is not the Gospel. The Gospel is one of giving oneself in obedience to the king even
if it means as in the case of the Lord Jesus that we be crucified. This crucifixion cannot be
circumvented. In fact, it's the heart of the Gospel. If you deny that you have to submit
everything to God and take up your cross, then you cannot be saved. What would this look
like? For example, lest you think I'm just philosophizing. Jesus said, "Unless you forgive
your brothers and your sisters from your heart, you will not be forgiven." There's one
example of what crucifixion is like. You may not be physically crucified as Jesus was, but
you must be crucified inside.

The second thing [ want to mention is that there's a great exchange that's being offered to
us. Are we going to go for gain and get loss? Are we going for loss and get gain? Jesus asks,
"What does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul?" And in Greek, the
word soul is seeking. It's a translation of a Hebrew word nefesh (¥9)), which is related to
breath. We're not talking in the New Testament about an immortal soul that goes to
heaven when you die. This is not what the word means. If you're not breathing, you're
dead. And Jesus wants you to live. But what does it profit if you gain the whole world and
you stop breathing If you die? Paul echoes this when he writes, "Whatever gain I had, I
count it as loss for the sake of Christ. | was breathing and living this way, but my breath
was wasted. But now ['m breathing for God and I'm truly alive. I'm truly breathing now.
And whatever I was breathing for before, I count as loss. But everything that I'm breathing
for now, I count as gain. This is what the Gospel wants to give us. So the Gospel turns
worldly values upside down. To save oneself according to God means to lose one's life. To
lose oneself for Christ means to gain salvation and to

truly be breathing. And not only breathing but breathing deeply, deeply. The choice is
stark. We cling to earthly things. We perish. We surrender all we have to Christ and we gain
eternal life.

The third thing I want to bring out is that we're called to follow Christ on the way. Because
as I mentioned breathing, if you're breathing, you're living. But you're not breathing sitting
at the, you know, couch watching television. This is real life. It's not fantasy. You're living
your life. I n other words, you're following a path. The call is to follow Christ. Like we read
about later on in the text where Bardameus, the blind man, is healed, his eyes are clarified,
and he follows Christ. He's not like Peter earlier in the Gospel who confronted Jesus and
tried to prevent him from going to the cross. What did Jesus say? He said, "Get behind me,
you murderer. Get behind me. You want to preserve life, but you're a murderer." Why get
behind him? Because you need to learn how to walk on the path that Jesus is walking. And
what is the path that Jesus is walking? He's walking the path that his Father put before him.




So, we're called to follow a path. It's an action. It's an obedience. It's not a mental ascent.

Following the cross is not having the cross on your breast or tattooing it on your body. The
Lord is not going to look for any tattoos on that day. He's not going to look for any crosses
hanging around your neck on that day. He's going to look and see how you walked. It's all

about behavior from beginning to end. Scripture is about how you live, how you think,
what you choose to do, and what your hands and your feet are engaged in. This is the
Gospel.

So to deny oneself is to surrender the illusion of control, trusting fully in Christ.

And even if it looks like he do doesn't know what he's doing, you trust him and you follow
him to the cross because in fact the resurrection is right around the corner though it does
not look like it is.

So to follow Christ is to walk behind him in obedience accepting shame, suffering and
sacrifice whatever the case may be.

And the way of this cross because it has the resurrection as its goal is not a hopeless
endeavor. For Jesus promises that the kingdom will come in power but at its proper time
and according to the will of God. And this resurrection power can only be experienced
through the cross.

So dearly beloved in Christ, we celebrate the exaltation of the cross. It's not just a feast of
remembrance about what happened a long time ago. It's about the very shape of our
Christian life. And remember Christians were called thus in Antioch. But before they were
called Christians, what were they called? Disciples. And the word “Disciple” means
learners. The word means followers. We have the cross as a way of life so it's the very
shape of the Christian life. So the cross is the lens through which we see the truth of
obedience and embrace the kingdom of God itself. The cross is the path on which we walk
as followers and disciples of our Lord

who is following his God. And the Cross is the Gospel we proclaim to this world. If we tell
people about the tradition and we don't tell them about the cross, we talk about the icons,
we talk about the pectoral crosses, we talk about the fancy vestments, we talk about all of
the iconography that is all over the world. And if we don't talk about the cross, we're
wasting our time because none of those things, not one, will matter on the day of judgment.
What will matter is whether or not we

truly exalted the cross in our hearts, in our thoughts, and in our lives by obeying the
teaching of Christ who was obeying the teaching of his Father. May we lift up high as high
as we can that cross so that we can participate in the resurrection of life which God gives
us. May God bless us in this endeavor. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit. Help us save us. Have mercy upon us and keep us, oh God, by thy grace
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