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Mark 8: 31-38 

“Gains and Losses” 

Several years ago, back when I served in St. Louis, after one of my – shall we say – 

more challenging sermons, I received a letter from someone who was upset by 

what I preached.  

The gist of these emails, of which I’ve received my fair share through the years, 

goes like this: shouldn’t the church be a refuge from all that is wrong with the 

world? A place where people go to find comfort and be inspired by their faith?  

Well, yes, of course the church should be a source of comfort and a place where 

one is inspired by one’s faith. And there are moments and scriptures that call for 

that, such as last week when we heard the story of Jesus in the wilderness, and I 

provided the comforting assurance that God is with us in the wilderness.  

But the church is more than a place of refuge. The church is a part of the world, 

and there are times and there are scriptures that challenge us and call us to 

account, and today – we have one of them.  

 “If any want to become my followers,” Jesus said, “let them deny themselves and 

take up their cross and follow me.” Translation: let them deny their wants, their 

desires, and what is good for them and them only; let them deny their selfish 

ways and that which makes them comfortable.    

Mark put these words of Jesus smack dab in the middle of his gospel.  Their 

placement is purposeful, because Jesus and the people who follow him have 

come to a crossroads both literally and figuratively.  Up until this time, Jesus has 

been travelling through Galilee healing people, feeding people, walking on water, 

telling parables, and standing up to the religious and civil authorities. 

There have been some protests regarding his activities, but for the most part 

they’ve been unenthusiastic. Some people think he’s crazy, while others think 

he’s in league with the devil.   



But now Jesus has come to a crossroads, and he decides to turn towards 

Jerusalem and the fate that will follow.  But just before he turns the corner, he 

asks his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?”  After hearing their answers, he 

asks them more pointedly, “Yes, but who do you say that I am.”  This is when 

Peter makes his stunning confession, “You are the Messiah”. 

It’s stunning because 1st century Jews had high expectations that the Messiah 

would save them from the Romans.  The Messiah would be their liberator.  The 

Messiah would set them free from the tyranny and oppression and terrorism of 

the Roman government.   

No one wanted a Messiah to come and defeat the Romans more than the 

Galileans did.  But the last thing the Galileans ever expected or even wanted was 

a Messiah who would die at the very hands of their oppressors.  So when Jesus 

begins to teach his disciples that he, the Messiah, would endure suffering and 

rejection and be killed, they fell silent.  This was not the good news they wanted 

to hear. This sort of talk didn’t make any sense.  The Messiah was to defeat the 

enemy, not die at the enemy’s hands. 

Knowing this, it really should come as no surprise to us that Peter, who has just 

staked his faith and life in this Messiah’s hands, would then rebuke what Jesus 

has just said.  “Whoa, whoa, wait a minute,” Peter says.  “Time out.  Suffering, 

rejection and death are not on the agenda.  Prestige, power and domination are.  

It’s King David’s throne we’re after, ruling the nations with power and might.  We 

signed for a crown, not a cross.”  (Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 2) 

I imagine that at this moment, Jesus took a deep breath before he said to Peter, 

“Get behind me Satan.  For you are setting your mind on human things, not divine 

things.”  

You are setting your mind on human things, not divine things.  

Friends, Jesus could say the same thing to us.  After all, we know what success is, 

(am I right) and success is not defeat, rejection, and death.  Right?  Success means 

defeating the enemy, not the other way around. That’s ridiculous. If that’s what 

taking up the cross and following Jesus means, I’ll pass.  Thank you very much. 

And plenty of people do pass.  Plenty of people do not want to hear this message. 

If the church should engage in a marketing strategy, “Take Up Your Cross and 



deny yourself”, wouldn’t be the line it would use. After all, people flock to 

churches where the message is “how to live your best life now”. But it’s not only 

the people who have bought into the message, the Church has, too. Churches 

rate themselves and judge their success with numbers, because we live in a 

number-driven society. The number of people in worship, the number in the bank 

account, the number of kids in Sunday School, and so on etc. But friends, if you 

think a follower of Jesus and a church is a success if the numbers are good you’ve 

missed the point. No where in the scriptures did Jesus say success – or salvation, 

to put it in religious terms – is about numbers. Quite the contrary. “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?  Or as someone said to me recently, “What 

would Jesus think if he knew we were sitting on $10 million dollars while people 

go hungry.” Oh – now I’m gonna get an email.  

Sometimes Jesus says things that make us squirm; that are uncomfortable.  

Today, is one of those days, when he gives us a wakeup call that it’s not all about 

us.  That it’s really about God and what God wants. 

Peter wanted a Messiah who would rule with power, prestige, and domination; 

who wears a real crown, not one made up of thorns.  Peter believed the way to 

victory is the way of power and might, the might that makes all things right and 

results in a glorious kingdom.   

Peter also knew what everyone else knew, including Jesus, and that was that a 

cross meant one thing: death.  And not just any death, but a cruel death, a 

tortuous death, the kind that awaited anyone who dared to threaten Caesar’s 

kingdom.  The Romans put up crosses like billboards advertising the fate of any 

who dared to challenge them.  Jesus’ listeners knew exactly what taking up the 

cross meant.  They had watched the Romans crucify 2000 Galileans.   

They knew exactly what Jesus meant when he said, “If anyone wants to become 

my follower, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 

But the self is a powerful thing.  What is one of the first words a toddler utters?  

Mine.  We learn it early these selfish ways.      



But Jesus knew something Peter and the other disciples hadn’t yet learned, and 

that was that the world didn’t need another messiah who came to rule with 

power and might, only thinking of himself. They’d already had that; those 

messiahs were a dime a dozen; and look where it had gotten them.  Just more 

poverty, pain, anger, greed, and bloodshed.   

Instead, they needed a savior like Jesus . . . and so do we.  

When Jesus tells the disciples to take up their cross and follow, he’s asking us to 

do the same thing.  I just don’t believe there’s any way anyone can read this 

passage and see anything less than involvement.  This is not a detached theology. 

It’s a theology of the streets.  It’s one that calls us to action, to get involved, and 

not be indifferent.  Because taking up our cross means walking to the cross, 

where we witness the crucified God who walked right into the world’s pain and 

suffering.  Douglas John Hall, a theologian who writes about this “theology of the 

cross”, insists that “…faithfulness to the crucified one means, concretely speaking, 

a primary identification with the crucified people. The Christian profession of faith 

does not bind us first to the mighty but to the humble and meek.” 

The preacher Will Willimon puts it more plainly: "To help us avoid the cross, our 

theologies first minimize our participation in evil, and then inflate our possibilities 

for goodness . . . I'm O.K. and you're O.K. and the Department of Health and 

Human Services will make our community a nice place to live. Unable to be 

obedient or courageous, we are content to be decent."  

“For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for 

my sake, and the sake of the gospel, will save it.”  (Mark 8:34-35)  

This is not the voice of a Savior who wants us to remain comfortably detached 

from what is happening in our world, or down the street. If you were here on 

Wednesday to hear Ermina Mustedanagic speak about Wellspring, you heard her 

talk about the thousands of meals they provide from their food pantry every 

month; or the 3rd graders who cannot read; or the older adults who are lonely; or 

the people who shop at their clothing store. These people are our neighbors, and 

we are called to love our neighbors. The church exists for mission; a church that 

doesn’t engage in mission is a dead church.  



I have said it before but I will say it again: We cannot isolate ourselves from what 

is happening in the world any more than Jesus did. I believe Jesus called us to be a 

part of the world and build God’s kingdom here. That is his primary mission: 

building the kingdom here, not trying to get into the one that awaits us. Let us 

never be arrogant enough to say that we are here to save souls. That is God’s job.  

John Calvin once said that while our faith is personal, it is never private. What we 

believe about God may be personal, but how we live as God’s children is anything 

but private.  Taking this a step further, we are called to engage the world, and to 

help make the world a better place because God loves the world and cares about 

what happens to it.  

That’s why we’re doing this Lent series; this is why we’re seeking the heart of God 

in the heart of the city. It’s not only about what happens in these walls. Dare I say, 

it’s not about us. This isn’t to say people shouldn’t receive comfort and care from 

their church. Of course you should. But that comfort and care you receive here 

should prompt you to go out and provide it for others!  

Friends, eventually we all come to a crossroad, and at that place we have a choice 

to make: will we choose between a faith that bends itself to our will, or a will that 

bends itself to God.  And in choosing we answer the question Jesus asked the 

disciples, the question that still haunts us: “Who do you say that I am?”  Will Jesus 

be for you the one who lives in idyllic places where faith comes easily and doesn’t 

challenge you, or will he be the one who also summons us to make difficult 

choices? 

It’s not a decision we make once in our lives, either, it’s not a threshold we cross 

without looking back.  Rather, it’s a question implied every day, in every moral 

challenge we face.  Whether it’s valuing popularity above kindness, or countering 

intolerance with silence, or doing what makes us comfortable at the expense of 

others, when we satisfy a want at the expense of an ought, we follow the 

example of Peter, not Jesus; Peter, who wanted Jesus to be the Messiah he 

wanted him to be, which was the opposite of what the world needed. 

Friends, following in the way of Christ is not an easy road, nor is it a place to find 

refuge. There is a self that must be lost on our way to the cross: the inauthentic, 

self-interested, narrow, and defensive self. But here’s the good news that awaits 

us if we’re willing to give up our selfish ways: The cross leads to abundant life.  



The cross leads to new life.  And people could use this new life. In a city where too 

many go hungry, or where the homeless seek shelter on our sanctuary steps; 

where the pandemic has disproportionately hurt those who are poor, Black or 

Brown, we could stand to give up some of our privilege, because the new life that 

will emerge if we’re willing to take up the cross is more than we can imagine, or 

even hope for.     

I want to close with a short story about a man who was an influential and 

generous alumnus of his university.  When his daughter, Rebecca, was accepted 

into the following year’s freshman class, he couldn’t have been more proud.  But 

Rebecca’s excitement was tempered by the nagging thought that she had, as she 

put it, “snuck in the back door,” that she had been accepted not solely on her own 

merit but because of her father’s prominence.   

“I had an unfair advantage because of you,” she told her dad, and he didn’t 

disagree. 

“You’re absolutely right,” he answered.  But then he added this indispensable 

wisdom: “You wake up every morning in the confines of a loving family, and that 

gives you an unfair advantage over some kids.  You have a roof over your head, 

and you go to school on a full stomach, and that gives you an advantage over 

some other kids.  Your mother and I can afford to send you to a good school, and 

that gives you an advantage over other kids.  You have your health, and that gives 

you an advantage over some other kids. 

“Rebecca, it’s not about whether you’ve been given an advantage, because you 

have.  The question is, what will you do with that advantage?” 

Friends, there is no denying – please -- that we have advantages here at First Pres. 

We have the advantage of people – people who bring their gifts and skills and 

time and talents to the church; we have the advantage of location – the city is 

flourishing around us; we have the advantage of a Foundation so we can do 

ministry; we have the advantage of staff that is committed to the vision of being 

the heart of God in the heart of the city; let me say that again: the vision of being 

the heart of God in the heart of the city; and we have the advantage of this 

physical plant that allows us to live out that vision.  



We have advantages. Don’t tell me we don’t. The question is, what will you do 

with them?  

Most of the time, we encounter our crossroads every day in small ways.  But no 

matter what the time or occasion, we have a choice to make: will we choose a 

faith that bends to our will and our wants, or will we choose a faith that bends to 

God’s will and God’s wants? 

Take up your cross and follow, Jesus said. 

Will you? 

Amen. 

 

 


