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“Take Up Your Cross” 

 

 This past summer, hidden behind bigger headlines, the word, “Ebola” reared its 

deadly head.  It stayed a blip on our television screens, tucked away in the international 

sections of our newspapers, and then almost faded out of sight as just another calamity 

inflicting poor countries half a world away from us.  Our lives continued, our 

international attention spans turned to the Middle East and the Ukraine.  But then like a 

freight train, Ebola rushed back into our lives with fast fear and anxious trepidation, as 

cases were found here, in our backyards, not in faraway distant places.  We were no 

longer protected by the separation of the vast Atlantic Ocean.  Medical professionals 

and government officials scrambled to keep our public fear from turning into full-blown 

panic.   

At the height of the American public’s concern, two doctors recently diagnosed 

with the disease in West Africa were flown to Atlanta for treatment.  The outrage and 

questions ensued – why are we putting ourselves at risk by treating these doctors?  What 

were they doing there in the first place?  Even Donald Trump was quoted as saying on 

his Twitter account, “People that go to faraway places to help out are great – but must 

suffer the consequences.”  He echoed many of our same fearful sentiments – it was too 

big a health risk to bring this deadly disease to our shores.  While we now know an 
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Ebola endemic did not erupt and our worst fears did not come true, there was some real 

questioning of bringing these sick doctors onto our country. 

One of those doctors was Kent Brantly.  While still being treated, questions of his 

survival uncertain, risks of spreading the disease unknown, Richard Gunderman, one of 

the patient’s former medical school professors wrote an article in an Indianapolis paper.  

He said, “It’s natural to feel sorry for Kent, but I wonder if Kent wouldn’t turn this 

around.  Instead, he might feel sorry for some of us, at least those of us shaking our 

heads in dismay at anyone who would travel halfway across the world to do what he 

did.”  Dr. Brantly was working with Samaritan’s Purse, an international, Christian-based 

relief organization in Monrovia, Liberia.   

While those of us here in the United States were nervous, or even angry that he 

may infect others, this commentary revealed an alternative view.  While we were setting 

our minds on human things, fearing for our own lives, Richard Gunderman’s 

commentary pointed out the divine thing to which Dr. Brantly was tending.  He did not 

fear for his life, he didn’t let the fear of death stop him from doing what he felt he was 

called to do:  use his medical skills to care for the people of Liberia.  Even while his 

survival was questionable, Gunderman rightly held up a mirror to the American public 

and wondered, if only we had such an important calling; don’t you wish that you could 

be so fortunate to have such a meaningful job to do in this world?  Don’t you wish you 

had something worth dying for? 
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In this morning’s Gospel reading, Jesus invites us to take up our cross and follow 

him; telling us that when we try to preserve our lives we will lose them, but if we lose 

our lives for his sake, we will gain them.  The only way a strange sentence like this 

makes sense is if we assume he’s talking about two different lives or two different kinds 

of living.  The one kind of living is where we set our minds on human things:  comfort, 

safety, power, survival.  The other kind of living is where we set our minds on divine 

things:  spreading the love of Christ, sharing the Good News of God’s abundant love, 

working for justice for all people, taking care of the lost, lonely, and least.  The kind of 

living that focuses on human things is not really living, Jesus argues.  To be really 

living, we need to take up our cross and set our minds on divine things. 

Now, we need to be careful not to assume that everyone who is uncomfortable, 

unsafe, and powerless is setting their minds on divine things.  And we need to be careful 

not to assume that everyone who is comfortable, safe, and powerful is setting their 

minds on human things.  We won’t always know what is in the heart of another; what 

their true motivation may be; things aren’t always what they seem when we look at 

them from the outside.  Our challenge is to keep our own minds on divine things, 

searching our hearts for how Christ may be calling us to take up our cross and build up 

God’s kingdom in the world.   

And when we take up our cross, as Jesus asks us to do, perhaps we are given 

permission to lay aside all those human motivations.  This verse is often read as a 

burden we are given to bear, perhaps some of us even picturing a heavy, burdensome 
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cross resting upon our shoulders and our backs - but in our Tuesday night Bible study, 

we discussed that, perhaps, instead this is actually a release; a burden lifted, that we no 

longer have to worry about our lives and about our deaths.  But Christ calls us to focus 

on something different.   

It is easy to get wrapped up in human motivations.  There are all sorts of things 

about our physical bodies that prompt us to protect ourselves and search out safety for 

us and for our children and loved ones.  My good friend has a newborn and while 

several of us were together, I was holding sweet Emma Kate and she was almost asleep 

when laughter broke out, and she reacted with that startle instinct.  Before she even 

knew how to do much of anything except eat and sleep, she knew how to startle – that 

basic instinct of reacting to a threatening environment; that rush of adrenaline that gets 

our body ready to stay and fight or prepared to run away in flight for the sake of our 

physical safety.  We are hardwired to survive; we have pain sensors to indicate when 

harm is being done to our bodies; our different bodily systems work to heal themselves 

when we are injured or an infection enters our bodies; if we touch something hot, our 

hands bounce back before we even feel the burn.   

This translates into the way we live our lives – bike helmets, seat belts, airbags, 

dead-bolt locks, house alarms, gated neighborhoods, crossing guards, police officers, the 

National Guard, the armed services, border patrol: we are a country that values safety.  

We want to feel safe and protected.  These things aren’t in and of themselves bad, but 

we are misguided as Christians when they become our motivation.  When we live our 



5 
 

lives aiming to be safe, wanting nothing but longevity and survival, we are lost to the 

ways of the world, setting our minds on human things.  Fear becomes a main motivator; 

settling down becomes an attractive goal; security (financial, physical, even relational) 

becomes a strong focus.   

So what is our alternative?  To be anxious, fearful, and uncertain?  Our alternative 

is to be living in a different reality, one where the measure of our success is not the size 

of our bank accounts but how many lives we have touched with compassion, with love, 

with providing things that are needed.  When we set our minds on divine things, we are 

free from the seduction of fear and self-protection.  When we are not worried about our 

lives, then we are truly free to live.  

When Dr. Brantly was diagnosed with Ebola, his wife and children were in Texas 

for a family wedding.  He recalls receiving the news and telling his wife.  He says, 

“Even with the bad news, I felt calm.  I never shed a tear when I called my wife and 

said, ‘Amber, my test is positive, I have Ebola.’ Though the rest of my family wept, I 

felt strangely at peace.  God blessed me with a peace that passes understanding.”  While 

this article didn’t speculate, I will – the peace he felt was not a peace that meant he 

knew he would survive (which he did, by the way); but it was a peace that comes even 

when death lurks, and you know you are okay.  He knew that this was his mission, to 

treat people in need, and even if it meant his death, so be it.  He was participating in the 

greater revelation of God’s kingdom to the world; he was setting his mind on divine 
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things; he was living not for self-protection or power or comfort, but he was living to 

bring about God’s justice and compassion and healing to the world.     

When we live our lives aiming to follow Christ’s commands, we gain a life that is 

abundant and purposeful; one that is full of meaning.  When we live our lives aiming to 

follow Christ’s commands, at the end of the day when we ask ourselves, “What is this 

all for?” we have an answer.  This is huge!  This is huge!  To imagine that our little, 

short-lived blip on this earth we call our lives has meaning and purpose that transcends 

birth dates and death dates.  To imagine that God calls you and me to participate in the 

bringing about of God’s kingdom is a tremendous opportunity: that our lives may 

actually have a really important purpose and meaning!  We may not be going to Liberia, 

but we are here today because we believe Christ calls us to follow him through 

discipleship and when we answer that call we are entrusted with important work to do.  

Christ calls us to participate in God’s kingdom; to take up our cross and follow him; to 

set our minds on divine things; to live an abundant, meaningful life.  What a gift!  What 

an opportunity! 

My 5-year-old daughter, Julia, takes gymnastics and while her brother and I were 

waiting as her class took place, one of the instructors rushed in in plain clothes to 

change in the rest room into her instructor’s outfit.  I struck up a conversation with her, 

noticing that she was rushing from one thing to the next.  She went on to tell me about 

her new teaching job at a charter school in the struggling Huntington Park area of 

Philadelphia. She was working with special needs 4th and 5th grade students.  Her eyes 
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lit up as she talked about her classes and the excitement of the new job.  She expressed 

her joy in being able to support these students, building them up and giving them the 

skills to build their confidence.  She’s not curing Ebola in Liberia, but she was so 

clearly using her gifts and passions to answer her own calling to make the world more 

reflective of God’s intentions.   

Lent is a time of repentance, which doesn’t mean just a confession of sin, but a 

turning from the ways of the world to the ways of God; a turning from setting our minds 

on human things to setting our minds on divine things.  This is not always easy to do; 

it’s not always so clear which is which, and let’s face it, the temptation to protect 

ourselves and those we love above all else is very seductive. 

We can see it here, in this text, with Peter’s interactions with Jesus.  Jesus tells his 

disciples that the Son of Man must suffer and die, and then rise again.  I imagine Jesus 

is reaching a sweet spot here in his ministry.  He has been working the countryside – 

casting out countless demons, healing the sick, feeding the multitudes.  His popularity is 

gaining steam, and I can image there’s an energy with his ministry:  they’re gaining new 

members, engaging in effective outreach, success everywhere they look!  Jesus thwarts 

it all with his statement.  Suffering?  Death?  Peter pulls him aside.  What did he say?  I 

can guess he was trying to persuade Jesus – why do you have to do that?  That doesn’t 

make any sense.  Your ministry is so effective here!  So many people healed!  So many 

lives restored!  Your teaching of love and compassion is reaching people!  Why would 
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you want to change that?  Think of how many more people you could heal if you just 

kept doing what you’re doing now instead of suffering and death? 

One reason Jesus’ reaction to Peter is so harsh could be that his argument was so 

convincing; this temptation to lose focus on his divine mission and tweak it just a bit in 

a way that would keep him safe and sheltered from the dangers of the world.  “Get 

behind me, Satan!” he cries out.  Jesus, perhaps revealing the true temptation of Peter’s 

argument, has to shake off this option, this “Plan B” that sounds good and safe and 

comfortable, and refocus on divine things; refocus on his mission and ministry that 

necessitates a journey to Jerusalem and the cross. 

Dr. Brantly’s medical school professor ends his commentary on his former 

student’s plight with Ebola by reminding the readers, “A ship may be safest in the 

harbor, but that’s not what ships are for.”   

Our call to discipleship calls us out into rough, unknown seas, but by taking up 

that cross of fearing for our lives, being released from the burden of protecting ourselves 

first and foremost, being free from the pressure to build up our bank accounts and 

possessions, we are promised abundant life, a life that has a deep impact on others and 

allows us to participate in the bringing about of God’s kingdom.   

Will we use our gifts to heal diseases?  To reveal God’s compassion?  To teach 

children in North Philadelphia?  Will we spend our time visiting the sick and lonely?  

Caring for the outcast and downtrodden?  Our call to discipleship tugs at our hearts and 

asks us to leave the harbor, to venture into unknown waters, to take risk for the sake of 
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the Gospel.  May we be so bold to take on these rough seas, confident in Jesus’ 

promises.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


