“TAKE UP YOUR CROSS AND FOLLOW ME”
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Let’s take a look at the life of our Savior, Jesus Christ, during His time on the earth. Do we see
any examples where the Lord was self-indulgent? Did He ever succumb to carnal pleasures?
Did He ever enjoy any luxuries or leisurely activities? The fact is that we see only the opposite
in the life of our Savior. Every moment of His life was dedicated to fulfilling the will of His
heavenly Father. Every moment of the Lord’s life involved spiritual matters and the pursuit of
the kingdom of heaven. The Lord never succumbed to evil or sinful temptations, and He only
spoke the truth while serving everyone around Him. How did the rulers of His age respond to
Him? While He offered them love and the words of life, they responded with hate and jealousy.
They hounded Him at every moment, and found fault with everything He said and did. They
slandered him, judged Him, and ridiculed Him and His followers. During His entire ministry His
enemies sought to seize Him, judge Him, and condemn Him to death. In spite of all of this, the
Lord never wavered from His purpose. Furthermore, He always practiced his ministry openly in
the light of day, and never in secret or in the shadows.

In today’s Gospel, our Lord beckons to us and invites all of us to be His followers on the
road to salvation. Our Savior specifically says that “if any man would come after me, let him
deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34). Of what does this cross
consist of that we are called upon to voluntarily take up and to carry? Is it a wooden cross like
the one our Savior carried to Golgotha? For some it could be that, but the cross that everyone
must carry is primarily a spiritual cross. Every individual carries his or her own unique cross.
The cross we carry is comprised of all the times in our lives when we deny our self-will in order
to fulfill the will of God. Jesus forewarned His disciples about the hazards they will face:
“Remember the word that | said to you, ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they
persecuted Me, they will also persecute you. If they kept My word, they will keep yours also.
But all these things they will do to you for My name’s sake, because they do not know Him
who sent Me” (John 15:20-22). Some people think that if they only have faith in Jesus that
they will be saved. No where in Holy Scripture does it say that faith alone is eternal life, that
‘he who only has faith in the Son of God will have eternal life.” The Lord teaches us that faith
indeed contains life, but if it is not followed by the deeds of a right way of life, then it will be
rewarded not with eternal life but with eternal suffering, not inheritance of the kingdom of
heaven but the inheritance of eternal judgment. In other words, we must be Christians not only
in knowledge and in words, but in deeds as well. Struggling to live our lives according to all of
the commandments of God, obeying the spirit instead of the flesh — this is the lifelong cross
that the followers of Christ must carry on their shoulders.

St. Cyril of Jerusalem says, “There is no benefit in our being called by the name of Christian
if the name is not followed by works.”1 Therefore, neither the Christian name nor the
knowledge of the Scriptures will provide any benefit if they are not accompanied by works.
Christianity is not merely a philosophical system or only the education of the spirit, but also the
formation of the heart. The Lord is constantly saying in the Holy Gospel “Give me your hearts.”
The Christian must willingly cooperate with God and accept the principles and doctrines of
Christianity as divine and for our salvation, and he must apply them to his life. The Christian
must take up his cross with love and desire, and dedicate himself to it with all his heart and
soul.

We cannot follow Christ only part of the way or only half the way. We cannot call ourselves
Christian and pick and choose what aspects of the Christian faith we will follow and what
aspects we prefer to reject. Following Christ is not like window shopping or grocery shopping.
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There is only one way to answer our Savior’s call to take up our cross and follow Him: and that
is completely, fully, in every teaching, in every commandment, and in every doctrine of the
Christian faith — in every way possible. Christianity requires the whole man, because its goal
is to regenerate him and reshape him into a new man, to inspire in him a new spiritual and
moral life.

So brothers and sisters, let us with faith and love willingly and whole-heartedly take up our
cross and follow our Savior. Let us confess Christ in word and in deed. Let us avoid the sinful
temptations of this life and instead lead lives which are pure, chaste, and filled with the light of
Christ. Amen.

1. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Oration 7.

Page 2 of 2



