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INTRODUCTION

| often try to invite you into the sermon with a story, something that might
make you laugh and think. Or | try an analogy that might link the biblical text
to our context. Can’t really do that this morning, ease you into it.
Not with this passage about taking up our cross and following

Nothing light-hearted will work with these difficult words from Jesus
He certainly doesn’t soft pedal his message, make it sound easy.
He doesn’t talk about four easy installments or smooth sailing
The questions kept coming to mind as | considered Jesus’ words
How comfortable is our Christianity? How comfortable should it be?

Jesus lets his disciples know where he is going, what he must do
Then says in effect, “if you follow me, you too will follow that same path
A path that will include suffering, a path that will lead to a cross.”

Our passage from Mark’s gospel, midway through the story, marks a turning point
This is when Jesus for the first time tells his followers quite plainly
what lies ahead for him ... and for them

Then he 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.
And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. But turning and
looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan!
For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”

He called the crowd with his disciples and said to them, “If any wish to
come after me, 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, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.

One scholar | read on this passage raised a humble, honest question
Dong Hyson Jeong asked ‘Was Peter so wrong?”
Peter, like he often does, verbalizes what the rest of are probably thinking
What Jesus said about having to suffer, be rejected and be killed
Not what anyone would want to hear. There’s got to be another way?



COMFORTABLE?

Peter’'s response and rebuke is honest, heart-felt
So too is Jesus’ response and rebuke right back
No, this is the way ... for Jesus ... and for those who follow him

Jesus told them he would suffer, be rejected and be killed
He did not say yet how he would die. When he told them they would have
to take up their crosses and follow him, they wouldn’t connect that to him
and to his death, not yet. They would connect it to Rome

Tyrants have always used violence to send a message
The disciples would hear Jesus’ words here and think of those poor souls
Rome used to send a message — the people publicly humiliated
Publicly executed, left in the square or along the road
to send a message to the masses

This is what Jesus says to his followers then, his followers now
Not exactly a passage of scripture | was eager to preach
| can be cheap and say something about how you won’t hear
Joel Osteen or any other mega church preacher preach this
But | too would prefer to preach another passage

That said, Jesus said this not just to let those disciples know
He said it to let these disciples know, to let us know
Let me ask again. How comfortable is our Christianity?
How comfortable should it be?

| know Jesus does talk elsewhere (Matthew chapter 11) about his burden being easy

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and | will give you
rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for | am gentle and
humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is
easy and my burden is light.”

That said, Jesus did not promise an easy way. His way is the way of the cross.
That is not just where he is going. Itis how he does things — sacrificial love
Is that how we do things as his followers? Are we following his lead?

| understand the desire for a comfortable Christianity
I've preached it and practiced it — especially in times of sorrow and struggle
Our faith in the One who lived and died and lives again for us
is our greatest comfort ... especially when times are tough

Perhaps you’ve heard the saying that the preachers job is to
‘comfort the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable.’
| try to follow that wisdom knowing that the first is often warmly welcomed.
That second part about afflicting the comfortable ... not so much.



CAN’T GO BACKWARDS

Again | raise the question. How comfortable is our Christianity?
How comfortable should it be?

| getit ... that desire for comfort, especially in a rapidly changing world
| get it and | admit it. Many of us grew up with a relatively comfortable
Christianity. We grew up in places and times where it seemed the norm
Everybody we knew went to church. Churches were the third places
after home and work where people gathered.

The diversity we knew was Lutherans and Baptists and Methodists
Maybe some Roman Catholics. Maybe just a few Jewish families
It was comfortable being a Christian. It wasn’t that difficult or different

Times have changed. Now being a Christian takes more effort and intentionality.
It means being a bit different — going to church while others sleep in
sip their coffee at the coffee shop or just doing something else
So many more choices these days

Before | go any further, let me be clear. That change from a homogenous world
and worldview to a more diverse one — one with Methodists and Muslims,
Baptists and Buddhists, Lutherans and Latter Day Saints and all sorts

of secular folks who love their neighbors just as well as we do

is NOT a sign of sinfulness or a slide into a land beyond the River Styx
or a sinister plot by some supposed elites to replace us.
That replacement theory is not fact. It is fearmongering

Diversity is not a problem to be solved ... It is a blessing to live into
Efforts to go back to what we may think of as the Good Old Days won’t work
Efforts to get back to a more comfortable Christianity are misguided
And why are we even trying? Is that what Jesus is calling us to do?

When Jesus tells us to take up our cross, is he telling us to go backwards?
Is he calling us to use that cross to herd other people into a living room
designed by us complete with our furniture and fixings ... our framework?

When | ask the questions I've been asking ...
How comfortable is our Christianity? How comfortable should it be?
shouldn’t | also (and even more so) be asking how important is that to Jesus?
He didn’t come to this world so loved preaching nostalgia
and asking ‘Are you comfortable?’

Jesus didn’t come here and say, “We’re going to start a new religion.
We’'re going to name it after me. Here are the rules.
Make sure you follow them and make others follow them.”

Jesus came, took up his cross and called us to take up our cross
He lived a life of sacrificial love. Isn’t he calling us to do the same?
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SUMMARY

He is calling us to be the kind of people who are willing to suffer
willing to sacrifice to show our love for God and neighbor? | have to ask ...
Are you willing to be uncomfortable? Are you willing to suffer?

I've told you before how meaningful it was for me to spend a month in Ghana
It was a January term class in seminary. It was eye opening
And heart and mind opening. | learned so much.
Many of the lessons were humbling, even painful
| saw how much they knew about the US of A ...
and how little we knew about them, their culture, their history

| learned about the legacy of the missionary movement and colonialism
How very intertwined those two were. How Americans and Europeans came
to share the good news ... and claim more than our fair shares of their resources

| learned how the missionaries imposed their culture along with their faith
often combining the two as it they were one and the same
Drums were forbidden. Needed a piano or, better yet, an organ
Needed Gothic chapels. Couldn’t worship outside — too pagan

The global missionaries of today have leaned from those misguided steps
The Church has admitted and learned from that experience
We know and have named what we have done wrong

But when | left Africa, flew over the Sahara and then over the Atlantic
| did not harbor ill will toward the missionaries and their ‘believe like us,
behave like us’ ways ... because of something else | learned about them

In those days, before many immunizations, malaria ran rampant in West Africa
It was especially dangerous for the people new to those lands, no natural immunities
The missionaries of a hundred plus years ago knew about the disease
They knew the risks and they planned accordingly

It was common practice at that time for missionaries heading that way
to pack their belongings in coffins ... because they knew they would
probably die there, be buried there. They took up their cross

by taking their belongings with them in their coffins

One last time (at least in this sermon) | ask,
this time making it more personal
How comfortable is your Christianity?
How comfortable should it be?



