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Being yourself 
 

I am grateful to a friend called David from my theological college days for an important piece of 

learning. David was one of those people who was quite unfussed by what others thought of him 

which meant that his role as (KKK) the Keeper of the Kollege Konstitution was carried out 

brilliantly. The KKK had the job of fostering college spirit and encouraging participation in and 

support for college events and activities. To do this David often engaged in all sorts of amusing and 

outlandish stunts, particularly in the College dining room at meal times. After one such attempt to 

rally support for one of the College sporting teams I said to David, “I admire your gumption – how 

come you are so happy to make an idiot of yourself? I’d be too embarrassed to do half the things 

you do. I’d be worried about what people might think.” To which David replied, “ Oh I’ve always 

remembered something my grand mother said to me when I was quite young. She said, ‘David you 

don’t need to worry about what people are thinking about you, they are always too busy worrying 

about what you are thinking about them!’” 

That piece of wisdom had given David the ability to act with a freedom from self-consciousness 

which even from this distance as I look back down through the years I find attractive. 

Now I tell you that story because I want to link it to today’s Gospel with Jesus talk of taking up 

one’s cross and losing one’s life to find it and if focused on saving one’s life discovering that we 

lose it. I’d like to tease that riddle out just a little and seek to find out just what Jesus means. 

We tend to think  that Jesus is using metaphoric language when he talks about taking up his cross. It 

is often used in Christian circles in ways which are unhelpful and far removed from the real 

significance of the passage. One of the principles that EfM teaches its participants is that when 

reading scripture it is first important to understand what it is saying in its original context. To work 

out how the first hearers/ readers would have understood what is being said. With that in mind I 

turned to my favourite commentary on Mark’s Gospel “ Binding the Strong Man”  to see what its 

author  Ched Myers has to say about this passage from Mark Chapter 8. As usual I was not 

disappointed. Myers says: 

Jesus now proceeds to teach not just openly, but inclusively, as indicated by the way Mark has him 

turn from Peter to the disciples (8:33a) and from the disciples to the crowd (8:34a). What comes 

next is no private instruction, but a public call to discipleship, involving three imperatives:  

 deny yourself  

 take up your cross  

 follow me  

The second call to discipleship uses the same vocabulary as the first follow after me… 

There can be no equivocation concerning the political semantics of this invitation. The "cross" had 

only one connotation in the Roman empire: upon it dissidents were executed:  

Crucifixion was and remained a political and military punishment .... Among the Romans it 

was inflicted above all on the lower classes, i.e., slaves, violent criminals, and the unruly 

elements in rebellious provinces, not least Judea .... These were primarily people who on the 
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whole had no rights, in other words, groups whose development had to be suppressed by all 

possible means to safeguard law and order in the state [Hengel, 1978:86f.; see also H. Reudi-

Weber, 1975].  

Precisely because of this singularly political connotation, some (e.g., Brandon, 1967:57) have 

argued that Mark may have been borrowing a recruiting phrase from the Jewish insurgents, who 

were regularly crucified for their guerrilla activities.  

Whether or not that is the case, the turn of phrase could have no other meaning except as an 

invitation to share the consequences facing those who dared challenge the ultimate hegemony of 

imperial Rome:  

"Taking up the cross" was a specific, though not invariable, part of the Roman custom. The 

person condemned to crucifixion was ordered to carry his own cross to the place of death 

[Griffiths, 1971:360,62].  

The cross was also a symbol of the shame of the convicted:  

The chief reason for its use was its allegedly supreme efficacy as a deterrent; it was, of 

course, carried out publicly. As a rule the crucified man was regarded as a criminal who was 

receiving just and necessary punishment. ... By the public display of a naked victim at a 

prominent place-at a crossroads, in the theatre, on high ground, at the place of his crime-

crucifixion represented his uttermost humiliation ... With Deuteronomy 21:23 in the 

background, the Jew in particular was very aware of this [Hengel, 1978:87f.].  

Mark's first readers could in no way have missed the terrible implications of such a saying-

conveniently avoided by so many modern, privatizing interpretations!  

The true antecedent to "taking up the cross" is "self-denial." Is this, as often argued by bourgeois 

exegesis, indication of a spiritualizing tendency already within the text, as if Mark defines the cross 

as personal asceticism? Emphatically not; as has been carefully argued by van Iersel, the semantic 

context is one of the courtroom:  

We are faced with an appeal to Christians who are taken to court in a situation of persecution 

similar to the one described in 13:9-13. They , have to opt between either professing Jesus or 

denying him. The former requires self-denial, i.e., the risk of one's own life [1980:25f.]. 

(Binding the Strong Man by Ched Myers Orbis Books 1994 p245,6) 

So what is quite clear is that Mark’s initial readers would understand that this is a radical call to be 

true to oneself and one’s profession of faith -  even to the extent that it demands a self-forgetfulness 

in the sense of being prepared to lose one’s life if necessary. 

But we no longer live in a situation of persecution – does this passage therefore have any meaning 

for us today?  I think we can give an unequivocal yes to that, especially given the central place of 

language about the cross down through the centuries. But we need to be careful that we don’t adopt 

meanings that in fact do violence to the overall message of the Gospel. So what meaning might take 

up your cross and denying yourself in the context of following Jesus have for us to day. 

Obviously for us any meaning is metaphorical and when seeking to understand metaphor it is 

sometimes helpful to begin by saying what it is not. 

The cross which one is to take up is not any suffering – the negative or bad things that life brings 

ones way. (Though it may be suffering caused by persecution.) You’ve probably heard people say 

when referring to an illness or some difficulty in their life, something like,, “ I guess that’s the cross 

I have to bear.” Hidden behind that statement so often is the implication that what ever it is that has 

to be born is God given. NO and a 1000 TIMES NO!  That cuts across the central liberating 

message of the Gospel. 

Marcus Borg in his book “The Heart of Christianity” has something helpful to say about this, he 

says: 
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The cross is the single most universal symbol of Christianity, in the New Testament, in Christian 

worship and practice, and in Western popular culture. Like all symbols, it has multiple meanings, 

and Christians have legitimately seen many meanings in it. Literally and historically, the cross-

Jesus' crucifixion-was an execution. The authorities killed him. The rulers of this world executed 

him. In particular, the early Christian movement saw the cross as a symbol of "the way." It 

embodies "the way": the path of transformation, the way to be born again. The cross, the central 

symbol of Christianity, points to the process at the heart of the Christian life: dying and rising with 

Christ, being raised to newness of life, being born again in Christ, in the Spirit. It is no wonder, and 

yet it is, that Paul vowed to preach "nothing but Christ crucified"; no wonder, and yet it is, that the 

gospels saw the way of Jesus as the way of the cross; no wonder, and yet it is, that the season of 

Lent climaxing in Good Friday and Easter is about participating in the death and resurrection of 

Jesus.  

Sometimes this internal process of dying is spoken of as a "dying to self" or the "death of the self." 

Until perhaps twenty years ago, I did so myself. But I think "dying to self" is too imprecise because 

it is subject to misunderstanding. "Dying to self" has been used to encourage the repression of the 

self and its legitimate desires. Oppressed people, in society and in the family, have often been told 

to put their own selves last out of obedience to God. When thus understood, the message of the 

cross become an instrument of oppressive authority and self abdication.  

But the cross is the means of our liberation and reconnection. It is not about the subjugation of the 

self, but about a new self. And so to avoid the potentially negative meaning of "dying to self," I 

prefer to speak more precisely of an old and new identity and way of being. The way of the cross 

involves dying to an old identity and being born into a new identity, dying to an old way of being 

and being raised to a new way of being, one cantered in God. ( The Heart of Christianity by Marcus 

Borg; Harper Collins 2004 p, 112,3) 

The way to this is by letting go of self-consciousness and showing the kind of self-forgetfulness that 

my friend David showed all those years ago. There is something in self forgetfulness and a lack of 

self consciousness that is freeing is there not? Think about it self consciousness gets in the way of 

us truly being free, open, available to others as we worry about getting “it” right, and fear rejection 

or even worse ridicule.  

All this leads me to finish with one of my favourite stories, that of Rabbi Cohen who was dying. As 

he was approaching the end his friends gathered around to support him  as he prepared to meet his 

Maker. One of them said “Cohen as you prepare to meet your God face to face are you afraid?” At 

this everyone listened intently for the reply, for this is a good question. After a pause Cohen said 

“No, I have lead a long and a full life and am peace with myself and the world and with God, no I 

am not afraid.” At this everyone nods approvingly, this is a good answer for it is important not to be 

afraid as one goes to meet one’s God. There is silence in the room for a while and then Rabbi 

Cohen lifts himself weakly up on one elbow and says quietly, “Perhaps there is one thing of which I 

am a little afraid.” At this every one listens most keenly – of what can the Rabbi be afraid? Cohen 

says, “ I know God did not want me to be a great leader of my people like Moses, and God did not 

call me to be a prophet like Elijah, so when I stand before my God I am not afraid that God will say, 

‘Cohen why were you not Moses or why were you not Elijah?’ but I am just a little afraid that God 

may  say to me, ‘Cohen why were you not Cohen?’” 

That is the question for all of us – can we so live our lives that we are true to ourselves and live out 

the fullness of the person that God created us to become? To do that requires a healthy degree of 

self forgetfulness – a preparedness to lose ones life as it were in order to truly find it and to be fully 

present to and for others so that they too might discover and live out the transformation that is at the 

heart of the gospel. 

___________________________________ 


