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“…let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”  Those last two words – follow me:  consider just how crucial those “follow me” words are, what the message would be without them.  Without those two words, if Jesus had said only “deny yourself and pick up your cross,” all you’d have would be encouragement to dive head first into masochism.  Pain as an end unto itself would be what you would value, if you wanted to be a faithful person.  The way to live faithfully, the way to have a deeply faithful relationship with God, the way to achieve God’s stamp of approval on your living, the way to see yourself as a good and faithful human creature, would be through self-mortification, through not only enduring pain but actually seeking more and more of it, seeking a potentially lethal burden, strapping it on your back, and the heavier the better.  And the people around you, well, you wouldn’t be much concerned with them, except to use them as sources of pain for yourself, glad when they provided it.  The goal of your faithful living wouldn’t have anything to do with lifting the lives of the people around you, wouldn’t have anything to do with trying to make the world a better place.

Faithful living wouldn’t have anything to do with celebrating God’s gift of abundant life, wouldn’t have anything to do with shining God’s good light or bringing the goodness of God’s love into the world, wouldn’t have anything to do with spreading gospel joy, wouldn’t have anything to do with your feeling that joy yourself.  The goal of your faithful living would be more and more pain to carry around.

But Jesus said, “Follow me; deny yourself and take up your cross and follow me,” and those “follow me” words make all the difference.  Those two words give a very different definition of faithful living; at the very least, the “follow me” words tell us what faithful living is not.  It is not and never can be masochism because of who it is that we follow.  See, to follow Jesus is not to follow someone who preached and taught pain as good, pain as righteousness, pain as the right life for God’s people.  To the contrary, Jesus spent much of his ministry combating pain, be it physical or emotional or social or spiritual.  And Jesus himself, well, he was anything but a grotesquely self-centered masochist.
To be sure, Jesus’ life included more than a little pain, and you could say that he brought some of that pain on himself by what he said and did.  By refusing to shut up and go away, by refusing to quit being “a trouble-maker,” Jesus put himself in harm’s way, would inevitably suffer pain.  But, see, it was pain with a sacred purpose, not self-serving, but in service of God’s children.  He wasn’t seeking pain to somehow make himself a better person, but he was willing to endure pain to make the world a better world.  He was willing to get hurt himself, so great his passion to bring God’s good light and love to everybody, and I mean to everybody.  He was willing to get hurt himself in order to tend those wounded by hatred, for example, but also he was willing to get hurt himself to tend the haters themselves, to bring to them the Good News which can move hearts from the way of hatred to the way of love.
So, this denying of yourself and picking up your cross:  it doesn’t have to do with self-centered masochism.  It has to do with following Jesus.  It has to do with getting out of yourself and into the real world around you.  It has to do with your becoming real, a profoundly authentic follower of Jesus.  And, yes, it has to do with you sometimes having to endure pain as a follower, but because it is Jesus you are following, it is pain with sacred purpose.
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”  There are, I think, at least two important things for us to grasp about following.
First of all, we need to hear his words as invitation, not as coercion.  You aren’t forced to deny yourself anything; you don’t have to pick up a cross; you can let Jesus’ words just go in one ear and out the other, without fearing God’s wrath or something.  To move into discipleship because you’re afraid not to, or just as a religious duty, or just because somebody put you on a guilt trip and manipulated you into churchy stuff, that wouldn’t be real discipleship anyway, would it?
What Jesus is saying isn’t coercive.  In fact, his words are irrelevant, unless you want to be a follower; his words are spoken to those who want to follower him.  “If any want to become my followers,” he said, “let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”  That’s his invitation to you, but you aren’t forced to respond, aren’t forced into following.
The second thing we need to grasp about following is this.  Following doesn’t mean denying yourself everything, nor does it mean seeing every problem and burden as the cross you are to bear.
To the contrary, there’s great specificity here.  What you deny yourself must be connected in some way to following; what you deny yourself is what gets in your way as a follower.  Likewise, the cross you pick up must be in some way connected to following.  You pick up that particular cross because it has something to do specifically with following, specifically with your calling to live the way of love even if it means placing yourself in harm’s way.  Thing is, we’re not always clear about that specificity.  So, sometimes when we’re denying ourselves and carrying a painful burden, we need to question why we’re really doing it.
Take Joyce, for example; she needs to ask herself some questions.  Joyce is married to Cliff, who every weekend drinks himself into oblivion.  Joyce dreads the weekends, and well she should, because before oblivion comes abuse.  Under the influence of alcohol, Cliff abuses Joyce verbally and sometimes physically.  Yet Joyce stays in the house, denying her need for real love and safety, describing her situation as “just the cross I have to bear.”
But is this what Jesus meant by self-denial and cross-bearing?  Joyce needs to ask herself some questions.

She need to ask herself, How is what I’m doing specifically related to being a follower of Jesus?  Denying my need for love and safety, how is that contributing to my witness to the Good News of Jesus Christ?  My acquiescence to Cliff’s drinking, my submissively taking upon myself the burden of his alcoholism, is that shining Good News light into the world; indeed, is my submissive acquiescence good news for Cliff?
I guess we sometimes get a little confused, aren’t really clear about the specificity of self-denial and cross-bearing.  We tend to lump together all experiences of self-denial and all forms of burden-bearing, forgetting that what you deny yourself as a follower, and what burdens you pick up as a follower, are to be specifically related to discipleship, to shining the light of the gospel, something specifically to do with healing and justice and liberating love.
But we all get a little confused about that sometimes.  So maybe we could use this church season, could use some of the quiet time of Lent, for a little quiet self-reflection, toward pushing away some of the confusion, toward being more clear about what it is that we ourselves are to give up and pick up as followers.  We could have a good, honest conversation with ourselves about what we’ve given up and picked up and why.
Each of us could ask ourselves, “Does what I’m giving up and picking up really have to do with my wanting to follow Jesus?  Is my self-denial and cross bearing specifically related to the gospel, specifically related to shining God’s good light into the world, specifically related to healing and justice and liberating love?”
And then, there could be some other questions as well, questions like, “Have I contented myself with a lesser form of self-denial, all the while avoiding something else that I really need to give up as a follower?  Have I been contenting myself with a lesser burden, all the while avoiding the real cross I should bear, if I really want to be a follower?”
Trouble is, of course, that if we use Lent’s quiet time to ask ourselves the right questions, we might find ourselves in quite a struggle with ourselves.  But there’s something else we might find, too:  we might find ourselves closer to Jesus, feeling closer to him, in a deeper relationship with the One we want to follow, and, as a result, feeling closer to the people around us, and in deeper, better relationships with them, too.
Jesus said, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”
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