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Take up your cross 
 

In the name of God – Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer. Amen. 

 

I am reliably informed that in 2009, St Mark’s will be celebrating its 90
th
 anniversary as a parish. 

Perhaps I should personalise that somewhat, and say that the people of St Mark’s will be celebrating 

the parish’s 90
th
 anniversary. A grand opportunity to look back at what has been, and forward to what 

might come to pass. 

 

The lectionary readings then, make an interesting collection as you start to count down to the 90
th
 

birthday! The Old Testament reading is rather obvious, so it is good to place alongside it the somewhat 

less direct text from Matthew. 

 

Of course, some would argue that we should have opted for the equivalent text from Mark’s Gospel to 

focus attention on the anniversary of St Mark’s, but that would be to do violence to the flow of the 

lectionary, and we don’t want that! 

 

So, I Kings. What is the story? Solomon has finally built the Temple in Jerusalem – the one his father 

David had wanted to build but was not allowed to. This is public infrastructure building at its most 

monumental – and I mean that very seriously. This is not simply the centre of the worshipping life of 

the community. It is also the political focal point, the reserve bank and the heart of the judicial system. 

Of course, the people of Israel wouldn’t have noticed that confluence of community functions, because 

for them life was an integrated whole. Religion and politics were not mixed, they were one and the 

same. 

 

And now, the Temple is ready to be consecrated and brought into the use for which it was created. And 

great is the ceremony. If you want to do your anniversary properly next year, start with this text. First 

you get all the elders of the community, and they bring the Ark of the Covenant up from its tent – oh, 

sorry, you don’t have one of those. Not to worry, you just make sure that the whole community then 

gathers at the worship space to watch, and to hear the prayers and to be reassured about the place of 

God in their midst.  

From all of that, our reading this morning is just a small portion. 

 

Now, please do not think that this is simply an eyewitness account. In fact, its authorship may have 

been quite a few steps removed from the witnesses. It is a theological account and a judicial account 

and, quite probably, a political account. Solomon heads up the show because it is part of the 

demonstration of his place in the nation. 
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Our reading this morning is part of the great consecration prayer – the sort of thing which would have 

occurred when this building was consecrated, and the St Mark’s before this one.  It is, at once, uplifting 

and solemn, as is right and proper. Although, nowadays, bishops and archbishops do not regard 

themselves as embodying the entire community, as Solomon was able to do! We are somewhat more 

modest in our sense of self nowadays. 

 

But, note that the reading ends with a salutary note: the prayer that the Temple will be a reminder to 

people to seek God’s forgiveness lest they turn away from the Divine. It must always be so! A parish 

and its buildings are nothing if God does not dwell in the people, in their hearts and in their actions.   

 

I wonder if those who worked on the text from its earliest forms to its final edition suffered from that 

great human affliction of nostalgia. We know that the Israelites got nostalgic for Egypt when they were 

out in the desert without food and without water. “Why did you bring us out into this wilderness to 

die?” they demanded of Moses. You can only think like that by refusing to acknowledge the reality as 

it was. It’s a danger when we gather for anniversaries, of course.  

 

Nostalgia critiques the present by means of calling up a false past. Remembering, however, calls for 

clear sight and honest appraisal. And we should remember! How often do we read in Scripture the 

Divine injunction “Do not forget!”. 

 

We should remember at each step of the journey the wonderful actions of God with us, and with the 

whole community of God. This is, after all, the place of the Eucharist in our celebrations – it is re-

membering and re-newing and re-commitment. It is saying again why we are who we are, why we are 

here, why God has placed this congregation in this place. It is affirming our belief that this is the place 

for this congregation, and we can celebrate that every congregation for 90 years has held to that belief. 

 

It is, as Solomon put it: "O Lord, God of Israel, there is no God like you in heaven above or on earth 

beneath, keeping covenant and steadfast love for your servants who walk before you with all their 

heart,” 

 

There was a note in the pewsheet at home in Perth last week with the famous quote from G K 

Chesterton: “The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting. Rather, is has been found 

difficult and left untried.” In light of our Gospel reading this morning, that comment becomes more apt 

than usual. Who can take lightly the injunction from Jesus that we ‘take up our cross and follow’? Of 

course, it is part of our frail humanity to soften the demand by calling anything we find difficult or 

unpleasant in life our ‘cross’.  

 

Last week we read the part of Matthew’s Gospel which precedes this portion. In that part, Jesus asks 

the disciples who people think that he is. He goes on to ask who they think he is, and the well-known 

interchange with Peter results. But now we hear the implication of making that seminal confession that 

Jesus Christ is Lord! It is that the disciples will share the fate of the master.  

 

Like the Old Testament reading, the Gospel reading marks a beginning and points towards the future 

and a higher purpose. Each of the Gospels notes in a different way the moment at which Jesus turns his 

steps towards Jerusalem and death. For Matthew, this is that moment. First he records that an 

awareness has come to the disciples about who Jesus is and the weight and importance of God’s 

mission in him. Then what lies ahead starts to unfold.  
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Beginnings and the way ahead. Note – not beginnings and endings, because for us the end cannot be 

seen from the beginning. Rather, the beginning holds within it the shape of the way ahead. Isn’t that 

precisely what you would hope to do with the 90
th
 anniversary of St Mark’s next year? To look at 

beginnings and then to discern the way ahead? 

 

But there will be two beginnings to look at next year. You will look back at the establishment of the 

parish all those years ago and the hopes and dreams which fired up the people at the time. That’s one 

beginning.  

 

The other beginning is the anniversary itself, as it becomes a means of dreaming and setting a vision 

for what happens next. God never stands still, if I may risk a very human metaphor for the Divine. The 

confession of faith of the disciples is your confession, that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, otherwise 

there is no meaning in reading the text. And the response to that confession will be the one given to all 

disciples, everyday “Take up your Cross and follow me”. Again, if we do not hear that response as 

addressed to us, then there is no meaning in reading the text. 

 

So, what does it mean, to “take up the Cross”? It is a demand which occurs numerous times in our 

relationship with God, in different ways at different points in the Gospels. Other versions of it refer to 

leaving behind family and friends, being prepared to not have a roof over our heads, risking all for 

engagement with the rule of God. That’s the key word: RISK. 

 

In the conservative evangelical tradition in which my faith was formed, all these things were read 

through an individualistic lens, as if the Gospel was only addressed to individuals. But it isn’t. Just as 

much as Solomon’s consecration prayer brings into focus the whole community of the People of Israel, 

so the Gospel is read to us, and intended to be received by us as the People of God, not the individuals 

of God. 

 

So when you, as the People of God at St Mark’s, South Hurstville, hear the words “Take up your 

Cross”, you had better believe that it is your life as a community of faith which is in focus. What is this 

parish prepared to risk to follow Christ?  

 

That is the beginning which will confront you when you celebrate 90 years in 2009. 

 

The Lord be with you. 

 


