Isaiah 52:7-10, Matthew 16:24-26
“Carrying your cross”

This was certainly a week that fit well within our Lenten theme.  With the tornadoes that hit on Friday, with the school shooting on Monday, it causes us to reflect and recognize that whether we want to or not life is filled with times of sacrifice, reflection, and denying oneself often without our intent or desire to do such.  

Today we are going to focus on this Lenten theme of taking up ones cross for Christ.  In our Scripture we find Jesus calls us to do three things if we truly want to be his disciple.  These three things are 1) we are to deny ourselves, 2) we are to take up our cross, and 3) we are to follow him.

READ

The theologian Fenelon said “the cross is to be carried, not dragged, and one needs to hold it firmly in your hands, like a treasure, not like a burden.  Only through the cross can we be like Christ.”  

One of the hardest concepts for us to put into practice as Christians is true denial of ourselves.  We can say that we understand what it means, but until we realize that true discipleship will inevitably have elements of suffering then we will not truly be putting into practice Jesus’ command to deny ourselves.

Denial of ourselves does not mean martyrdom.  It does not mean to bare your back, your life to literal physical abuse by someone.  This is not a Christian’s calling.  Rather denial of the self means that we are fearless in following a crucified Lord who died and suffered for us so that we no longer have to suffer.  It means that we are fearless to live in God’s world that when it was created it was good, and not succumb to living and accepting all that is of this world.

Now as we live and deny ourselves we are called to take up our cross.  One of the most powerful scenes in all of Scripture is when Jesus is walking, stumbling rather, through busy Jerusalem with the cross on his back and it is obvious that he just can’t make it.  Simon the Cyrene picks up the cross, takes it through the streets of hecklers, the crowds, the ones laughing at Jesus.  Simon took it upon himself.  What a great goal and image that is for all of us to deny ourselves in this world to the point where we can carry Jesus’ cross to Calvary.

But Jesus says in vs. 24 deny yourself and take up, not my cross, but your cross.  Each one of us, it seems from this passage, has our own cross.  Isn’t that the truth.  Each of us struggles with different realities and at times we would love to be able to trade in our cross for our neighbors cross which seems so much easier to bear.

The cross in our lives is that which we must carry, that which is usually shameful, ridiculous, hostile.  Jesus said if you want to be my disciple deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.  How many of us truly deny ourselves, take up our crosses in the face of the ridicule of the world and carry it as a sign of our discipleship?  Are we willing to do that?

Andrea:   As I listened to the words of Jesus, I knew that the time had come for me to be more serious about following Jesus. I think everyone should be willing to accept their cross and carry it where ever they go. We need to let the world know that we are Christians and followers of Christ and I am ready as never before to accept my cross.
Leo, you’ve got to do something about her.  In the Presbyterian Church we still believe in such things as rhetorical questions that are not meant to be answered.  Here is your cross, you say it with such conviction and determination


Andrea:  Oh, you mean that little cross? I would rather have a more important cross of something that would let the world know that I am following Jesus. I am willing to take a large cross or even a heavy one--not a small one that can't be seen.
I hear what you are saying but this is your cross.  It is small but it is important and at times it will seem heavy.  Hardly anyone will know that you are carrying it, but it is the one you are given.

Andrea:  But I want a large cross and one that will; be a witness to the whole world. I do not want a little cross.

As I was saying, the third point after denying ourselves, carrying the cross, is following Jesus. 
Alice:  I have come forward because I think I am ready to accept a cross, to accept my cross. I hesitated to come forward because I don't like to stand up before all these people but I want to carry a cross and I am ready to take it now.
God gives us all kinds of crosses and the one that we are given can be a real test.  Here is your cross.  You can accept the challenge.
Alice:  Oh, surely not a cross so large and obvious! I would much prefer a small cross that even my closest friends could not see. I would be glad to carry a small cross very faithfully. But I cannot take this cross which is so big. People would laugh at me and make fun of me and make all kinds of remarks about me. Let me have a cross that I can carry quietly and faithfully and secretly. I would be ashamed of such a big cross.
Jesus said if you are ashamed of me I will be ashamed of you.

Alice:  I know, but I cannot take it
The third point is following Jesus

Bob:  This service has touched my heart and I am not ashamed to say that I will be glad to carry my own cross, whether it is large or small. I don't see that it makes any difference whether or not people can see the cross we carry or whether is small or large.

Are you sure you want to do this?


Bob:  I don't mind having a cross that shows but this one is too heavy. It makes my arms ache and it hurts my back. It is more of a burden then I can carry.
Jesus carried a heavy burden and then Simon jumped in.  Maybe someone from the church will help you.

Each one of us as followers…
Bill:  I have come for my cross because I think it is a beautiful thing to be a follower of Jesus.  Yes, I do want to accept my cross.  I was reading the other day about the beauty of holiness and I realize that it is a beautiful thing to be a witness for God.
I have the cross that I know you will be able to carry.

Bill:  This cross is unsymmetrical!  It is out of line and out of balance! This cross is positively ugly!   I do not see how a thing like that can remind people of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

There are many unlovely crosses to bear in this world.  But someone must bear even the unlovely crosses.

Bill:  But surely not me.

Is there no one who will bear the cross that they have been given?  

Mim:  I have heard all this talk about crosses.  I know that some are large and some are small, some are light and some are heavy, some are lovely and some are unlovely – but what difference does it make?  I say let everyone take the cross that is given then whatever it is.  I am willing to take any kind of a cross.
I am so pleased.  Here is your cross, it is perfect, not to large or small, not too heavy or light, and it is quite attractive.

Mim:  You’re right!  That is a good looking cross and I haven’t any fault to find with it.  However, I’m not going to take it right now because I am a little short on time.  I’m a rather busy person and I have a lot of responsibilities.  Someday, when my work is caught up, I’ll be ready to take this cross and carry it well.  But not right now, I’m to busy.  I’ll be back another time.

Mim take it now before it is too late.  Jesus told a parable about a banquet he held that people were too busy to attend.  Jesus calls us when we are busy, sometimes when we’re in school, or in church, or even in the middle of the night.

SONG

Andrea:  I have decided to take my little cross.  Perhaps no one will know that I am carrying it but God will know and Christ will understand.

God who sees you in secret will reward you

Alice:  Give me the large cross.  I don’t care what the world thinks of it if ridicule is a part of my cross.  With God’s help I will bear it.  I will not be ashamed of Jesus.

And Jesus will not be ashamed of you.

Bob:  Let me have the heavy cross, With God’s help I will carry it.  After I refused, I remembered how heavy the cross was that Jesus carried to Golgotha, I will not refuse to carry mine for I know God will give me strength.
The cross may seem heavy to you now, but remember that Jesus has promised to be with you always and to help you carry it.

Bill:  I have come back for my cross even though it is ugly and unlovely.  The cross of Calvary was unlovely and yet it revealed the love of God.  I understand that nothing is unlovely that God touches.  
The cross of Calvary was unlovely but it remains the symbol of the most beautiful sacrifice the world has ever known.

Mim:  Am I too late?  I am terribly sorry.  I hurried back. I didn’t realize. I’m ashamed of myself. My affairs aren’t that important. I have time. I have plenty of time. I have all the time in the world. I have time for anything that God wants me to do.  I hope I’m not too late!
It is not too late.  God is patient and kind, understanding and loving.  Carry your cross in a confused, conflicted and hurried world.  

We all have been called to carry our crosses and be witnesses for Christ.  In all that you do, carry the crosses that Christ has given you.

