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 Jesus 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.  He said all this quite openly.  

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.   
But turning and looking at the disciples, Jesus rebuked 

Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you’re setting your 
mind not on divine things but on human things.”   
 Jesus called the crowd with the disciples, and said to them,  
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves 
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?  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 God with the holy angels.”                        Mark 8:31-38 

 
Churches in Brooklyn Heights try hard to get people to 

come inside.  We put laminated invitations on the fence and 
brightly colored posters on the wall.  We hang banners wherever 
we can find two nails.  We plug worship services, educational 
opportunities, children’s activities, organ concerts, and the 
sanctuary being open, the playground being open.  We promise 
to be nice to immigrants. 
 We post flyers that say, “Come hear our guest preacher.”   
The assumption seems to be “You’ve never heard of her, but she 
has got to be an improvement over our regular preacher.”  I like 
the banner that guarantees “Something Else,” without saying 
what that is.  
 One of the surprising things about church advertisements is 
when they have a line at the bottom that says something like— 



“Founded 1850.”  Do we really think someone will walk by and 
say, “I’ve finally found it?  I’ve been looking for years for a 
church that began during the Fillmore administration”? 
 Plymouth has a fine looking poster out front that includes 
the sermon titles during Lent.  My sermon titles do not jump off 
the wall:  “Difficult Decisions,” “Hard Prayers.”   

I need to come up with snappier titles: “Lent: 50 Shades of 
Purple,” “Good Friday’s Game of Thrones,” “Easter and the 
Walking Dead.”  Here is what we do not see much on church 
advertisements:  “Make sacrifices.”  “Stop being selfish.”  
“Deny yourself, take up a cross and follow Jesus.” 
 Simon Peter is the one who understands church marketing.   
He recognizes that caring for yourself is always in style and 
sacrifice is always out.  Talking about taking up crosses is no 
way to sell the church.  When Jesus starts preaching about 
suffering, rejection, and death, the disciples do not want to hear 
it.   

Peter taps Jesus on the shoulder and motions for a word in 
private:  “Jesus, what are you talking about?  Your popularity is 
skyrocketing.  You don’t need to talk about dying.” 
 Peter has a good argument. He has actually made sacrifices 
to follow Jesus.  He and his brother Andrew left a thriving 
fishing business.  They staked their future on the belief that 
Jesus is going to make them look smart.  Up to now it looked 
like they had made a good decision.  Peter watched with 
approval as Jesus healed the sick, fed the hungry, and told 
wonderful stories about God’s love.  Everything is going great.   

Now Jesus wants to mess it up with talk about sacrificing 
and dying.  A leader is supposed to keep followers from 
suffering.  Who wants a leader who leads them to suffering?   
Shouldn’t faith make us safer?  We come to church because we 
hope it will make us happier.  If we are comfortable with who 
we are and how we live, then Jesus’ words do not make much 
sense.    



Peter took Jesus aside privately, but Jesus lets Peter have it 
in front of his friends.  He starts by calling Peter “Satan” and it 
goes downhill from there.   

Jesus gathers not just the twelve, but everybody who will 
listen: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny 
themselves, take up their cross and follow me.”  
 Some of the rest of what Jesus says is easier to take:  “What 
will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?” 
sounds enough like “You can’t take it with you” to be found in a 
fortune cookie.   

But what can we possibly do with “deny self, take up a 
cross and follow”?  Apparently Jesus does not expect his 
followers to fare any better than he will.  He is telling them to 
die.   

We would like to read Jesus’ words as a warning to other 
people, because if he is talking to people like us, these words 
will haunt us—“Deny yourselves.  Take up your cross.  Follow 
me.” 
 What does it mean to follow someone who has been 
executed by the government?  What are we expected to give up 
for what we believe?  Do we have to give up personal ambitions, 
forget about our own comfort, speak to people we do not want to 
speak to, listen to people we do not find interesting, care about 
people who made the mistake of being born in the wrong 
country, and walk towards rather than away from people who 
are hurting?  
 There is so much more suffering in the world than we can 
do anything about.  Suffering is like an iceberg.  Most of it is 
hidden:  the suffering of the teenager who is not sure who to be, 
the suffering of the spouse who feels no love, the suffering of 
the countless people who lack caring friends, satisfying work, a 
peaceful home, and the suffering of children whose wounds are 
too horrible to think about.  The life Jesus describes, caring for 
hurting people, could not be more out of step.   



In our society we are supposed to push to the top.  Giving 
your life to others is considered foolish.  Who wants a low-
paying job when a big salary is possible?  Who wants a hidden 
place when there is a spot in the limelight?  Who wants to stand 
up for unpopular minority opinions when it is easier to go along 
with whatever everyone else thinks?  Who wants to ask if what 
we are buying is the best use of what God has given every time 
we open our wallets?  Who wants to give their lives away a little 
bit at a time for God’s sake?  

So why would anybody follow Jesus?  Why would we 
follow the example of someone who suffers and then tells us to 
do the same?  Who does not already have enough suffering in 
their lives without looking for more?  What will we have left if 
we give ourselves away? 

Is it even possible for us to find who we are supposed to 
be?  Some days it feels like it is too late.  Some of us have 
become our jobs.  We stay late.  We bring work home.  It is 
never enough.  It is all consuming.   

We gain about a pound a year.  That does not sound like 
much.  We order things we do not need.  We try to be good to 
ourselves.  We do something good for ourselves most days. 
 We try to be good to our children.  If they want something, 
we get it for them.  We try to guess things they might want.   
We get them a phone, even though we are sure they would be 
better off without it.   
 Sometimes we feel uneasy about our sense of entitlement.   
We wonder if working hard and working hard to entertain 
ourselves is part of the same problem.  
 We love being respected for our hard work.  We surround 
ourselves with people who are also overwhelmed.  We tell 
ourselves that is just the way it is.  We look down on people 
who are not busy.  We feel oddly defensive, though no one has 
accused us of anything.   



 What we want and what we need seem far apart.  Then 
something breaks— the job falls apart, a health scare, a beloved 
child becomes a bored stranger, a marriage falls silent and cold.  
 We need the courage to look the truth in the eye.  We need 
to be honest about the ways we are dying a slow death.  We 
need to see that the only way to life is to set our packages down 
and begin again, carrying with us only what we really need.  
(Barbara Crafton, “Living Lent,” Bread and Wine, Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 2006, 15-18). 
 Henri Nouwen gave up a great job teaching at Harvard for 
what most would think of as a lesser job caring for others.  He 
writes, “The joy that compassion brings is one of the best-kept 
secrets of humanity.  It’s a secret known only to a very few 
people, a secret that has to be rediscovered over and over again.”   

“When I came to Daybreak, a community with people who 
have mental disabilities, I was asked to spend a few hours with 
Adam, one of the handicapped members of the community.   
Each morning I had to get him out of bed, give him a bath, shave 
him, brush his teeth, comb his hair, dress him, walk him to the 
kitchen, give him his breakfast, and bring him to the place where 
he spends his day.  During the first few weeks, I was mostly 
afraid, worrying that I would do something wrong or that he 
would have a seizure.”   

“But gradually I relaxed and started to enjoy our daily 
routine.  As the weeks passed, I discovered how I had come to 
look forward to my two hours with Adam.  Whenever I thought 
of him during the day, I experienced gratitude for having him as 
my friend.  Even though he couldn’t speak or even give a sign of 
recognition, there was real love between us.  My time with 
Adam had become the most precious time of the day.”   

“When a visiting friend asked me one day:  ‘Couldn’t you 
spend your time better than working with this handicapped man?   
Was it for this type of work that you got all your education?’”  

“I realized that I couldn’t explain to him the joy that Adam 
brought me.  He had to discover that for himself.  Joy is the 



secret gift of compassion.  We keep forgetting it and 
thoughtlessly look elsewhere.  But each time we return to where 
there’s pain, we get a new glimpse of the joy that is not of this 
world” (Henri Nouwen, Here and Now, New York: Crossroad, 
1994, 102-103). 

The poor have a blessing for those who think they are rich.   
The handicapped have a blessing for all who think they are not 
handicapped.  The dying have a blessing for those who have 
never considered their own death.   

The people who give themselves away are not usually sad, 
because they have discovered a joy that is largely unknown.  We 
keep falling for the lie that joy comes from success and comfort, 
even though the people who have those things are often 
depressed. 
 Maurice Boyd said: “If what you’re after is first and 
foremost power, you’d better forget about love.  If you believe 
that life is a rat race, don’t be surprised if you don’t find any 
dignity in it.  If you insist on putting yourself at the center, get 
ready for a life of loneliness.  If you love life in the fast lane, 
don’t even think of setting your heart on anything that takes 
time.  If what you are seeking is security, then you’d better 
forget about genuine ecstasy because you can’t have both.” 
  Why did the disciples follow Jesus?  Why didn’t Peter 
leave and go home?  Because Jesus practiced and pictured the 
possibility of all of us at our best.  Because Jesus gathered 
around himself a community, and gave them the gifts to be the 
church through pain and joy.  Because there has been no one 
since to match Jesus’ words and deeds. 
 Why do people still follow Jesus?   

For its obituaries, The Chicago Tribune used to do what we 
wish newspapers could still do, they interviewed friends and 
family members.  One day’s obituaries included these three:   

Lillian Brummel, 79, of Aurora, Illinois, had been a 
member of Annunciation Church for fifty years.  Her daughter 
characterized the church as “really close.”  Lillian cooked meals 



for bereaved families and served food to those who gathered 
after burials.  Her daughter said, “She always gave more than 
her share, but she didn’t neglect her home.  She was more than 
there for us.”   

In South Barrington, a memorial service was held at 
Willow Creek Community Church.  Ruth Cunningham, 84, 
volunteered for Gray Ladies and spent years serving at 
Veterans’ hospitals and helping mentally disabled women.   
She helped raise funds to found a hospital.  Her daughter said, 
“She had friends all over the world.  She never hesitated to open 
her heart and her home to someone in need.”   

There was a mass at Alexander Church in Palos Heights for 
service station owner and semi-pro singer Robert Woolet, 84.   
Doris Slouber, his pianist for the last eight years, said Robert 
would work on your car while singing bouncy songs like 
Walking My Baby Back Home.  He was said “to have never had 
a short conversation in his life.”  He kept singing right up to the 
moment they wheeled him into the emergency room.  He was 
singing It’s a Most Unusual Day (Martin Marty, “Extraordinary 
Lives,” Christian Century, March 15, 2000, 319). 
 All the death there will ever be is less than the love of God.   
All the sorrow we can ever know doesn’t compare to the joy of 
taking up our cross and following Jesus, of giving our lives 
away, and finding them.  
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