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9 years ago – my 2nd year here – I did a sermon series on “The Way of the Cross.”  You probably don’t remember the words of the sermons.  But you may remember that I asked you to bring in a cross of your own and we had a great display of crosses in the narthex.  In fact, I remember Barbara Sue Sweetwood’s cross from her sister disappeared during the process and it traumatized both of us.  
Today you may have seen a different display of crosses in the narthex.  These crosses are all mine.  My collection of crosses started as just 3-4 crosses in my first church.  They increased when I inherited my dad’s crosses as he moved out of his home.  And several of you have contributed gifts and memories as you came to see that I have collected crosses on my office wall.  I love the diversity and variety of the crosses represented – almost as varied and beautiful as you are.  All with unique ways of expressing the same meaning about God’s love in Jesus Christ.   There are endless ways of creating a cross.  Likewise, there are endless wonderful ways of expressing our faith in Jesus Christ.  All to the glory of God.  

This season of Lent we will focus again on the meaning of the cross – each week with a different aspect of faithfulness represented by the cross.  When I refer to the cross, or say the word “cross,” when you see a cross or hold a cross in your hand – what comes to mind?  What do you think?  What does the cross mean to you?  There are many correct answers to that question.  The cross is a symbol with a rich and deep meaning.  It has a very specific origin – in the suffering and death of Jesus of Nazareth on the cross in Jerusalem 2000 years ago – but none of our crosses look like that cross.  The cross is first a reminder of Jesus’ death on the cross – as an act of reconciliation and redemption to save the world and to save each one of us for all eternity.  In addition to that original meaning, the cross has very specific personal meanings for each of us – and these may be widely varied.  I wear a cross to remind myself and others of God’s love for me, to declare publicly that I follow this savior Jesus and call myself a Christian.  To remind myself of all the commitments I have made during my lifetime.   And to remind myself to be a Christian – a compassionate caring witness to God’s grace in the world.   In many ways – the cross for me is about identity.  Who I am.  Who I am meant to be by God’s grace.  How I should live.  How I must share Christ’s love.  The cross reminds me who I am as a child of God loved and blessed in order to love.  

When I look at some of the crosses in the narthex, I remember specific people who gave them or certain moments in ministry.  I also think of the wide variety of people whom God loves, and our diverse ways of living our faithfulness in the world.  So in that sense, the cross reminds me of all those churches I have been a part of, and all those people who belong to God.  The cross reminds us we belong to God.  The cross reminds us we belong to one another.  The cross reminds us we are connected and we are called to care.  Like the family of Abraham in Genesis.  Like the people of Israel in Isaiah.  We belong to God.  We belong because of Jesus Christ.  What does it mean to belong to God in Jesus Christ our Savior and Lord?  

In the scripture for today, Jesus says, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me.”  
Here is where the lesson gets harder.  Wearing my cross is easy.  Saying I’m Christian is easy.  Having my personal relationship with Jesus – is comforting, is empowering, is encouraging – for me.  It makes me feel good and special and loved – for indeed that is who we are. 

But when Jesus took up the cross – literally – it was about suffering and death and loss and pain.  Jesus was trying to teach the disciples a lesson.  “Who do people say I am?” – oh, a prophet, a teacher, a healer, a leader…  “Who do you say I am?”  You are the Christ, the Messiah, the anointed one.  Peter’s answer is filled with excitement.  We think you are the one who is going to reestablish God’s kingdom on Earth.  We think you are going to overthrow Rome.  We think you are going to lead a revolution.  We think you are going to lead people back to Yahweh, to God.  You are going to make everything right again.  You are going to change the world so we can live better lives.  You are going to make it even better for us.

But Jesus says, if you follow me, you have to lose your life.  You have to give up everything.  You have to sacrifice.  You have to let go of control.  It’s not about Jesus making your life better.  The cross becomes a symbol of loss, complete utter loss – giving your life to God.  The cross is a symbol of suffering and death.  When I wear my cross, when you take up your cross, are we willing to follow wherever it leads?  Even if it leads to pain?  Are we willing to give up everything to follow Jesus? 

In America, today, we are not called to die literally for our faith.  Although in some parts of the world Christians do face punishment and death for sharing their faith.  But here, generally, we don’t have to be willing to die.  Rather we are called to LIVE for our faith, to live for Jesus, to live as Christians every moment of every day.   Sometimes that is challenging.  But sometimes it is so easy, that we take our faith for granted.  The call of Lent, the call of the cross, the call of this season, is to not take the cross for granted, to not take our faith for granted, but to be intentional about living faithfully every single day, every single moment.  The cross reminds us to think about Jesus and what Jesus would have us do today.  

Remember the phrase from Jesus is “take up your cross DAILY.”  It is wonderful to commit your life to Christ – to become a believer and to be a Christian.  But the reminder of this passage is – commitment is not one and done.  It reminds me of a wonderful answer to the question – when were you saved?  When were you saved?  Well, I think this morning – yes, this morning was the most recent time I was saved.  God saved us ultimately 2000 years ago in the life death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  God saves us again and again every single day in countless and various ways throughout our lives.  And each day we receive that grace again.  

Take up your cross daily – reminds us that every single day, every single moment, we are invited to recommit our life to Christ, to decide again with every step that we will follow Jesus.  And remember - To follow Jesus means you have to keep your eyes on Jesus.  Sometimes for some of us who have been in the church a long time – sometimes Christianity becomes an old habit.  Sometimes we take God’s love for granted.  “Take up your cross daily” calls us to intentional Christianity.  Yes, again today, I will follow Jesus.

Taking up your cross and following Jesus is about making God a priority in your life – putting Christ first.  As you go out into the world this week, and in the season of Lent ahead, take up your cross and follow Jesus.  Look for ways to be faithful.  Look for ways to care for someone else.  Look for ways to make a difference in the world.  Look for ways to show God’s love.  Every single day, find a way to share God’s love.  Every single day – take up your cross, and follow Jesus into loving action. By the grace of God.  Amen.  
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Genesis 12:1-3
Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.  I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”
								
Isaiah 43:1-3a
But now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel:
Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are mine.
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you, and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you. For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior.
	
Luke 9:18-27
Once when Jesus was praying alone, with only the disciples near him, he asked them, “Who do the crowds say that I am?” They answered, “John the Baptist; but others, Elijah; and still others, that one of the ancient prophets has arisen.” Then he said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered, “The Messiah of God.”
He sternly ordered and commanded them not to tell anyone, saying, “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes and be killed and on the third day be raised.”
Then he said to them all, “If any wish to come after me, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will save it. For what does it profit them if they gain the whole world but lose or forfeit themselves? Those who are ashamed of me and of my words, of them the Son of Man will be ashamed when he comes in his glory and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels. Indeed, truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God.”	

The Word of the Lord.
Thanks be to God.
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