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Take up the cross and deny self 

I want you to think about the times in your life when you have felt most fulfilled. Times when you 
have felt a real sense of positive self-regard, times when you have done something you feel has 
been really worthwhile and has given you a real buzz. I wouldn’t mind betting that the majority if 
not all of such occasions have been when you have not been thinking about yourself at all, but 
rather have been when you have been focused on some one or something else. Perhaps it has been 
supporting someone through a crisis or illness in their life, or making it possible for someone else to 
share the enjoyment of your favourite pastime – be that sport, or music or the theatre. Giving 
another person joy is one of the best ways I know of experiencing joy ourselves. I think of the 
person who I knew had recently facilitated a mother and daughter having a rare night out together 
and who bounced into church a few weeks ago and said "That’s the best thing I’ve ever done. You 
should have seen the look on their faces afterwards". Now that person in focusing on doing 
something for the other found themselves receiving so much. Now I think that that is part of what 
Jesus is talking about with his talk of losing life in order to save or gain it and the obverse that those 
who focus on themselves seeking to save their life, lose it. In self forgetfulness we don’t lose 
ourselves in fact we discover our true and best selves.  

Marcus Borg in 'The Heart of Christianity', which some of us are studying on Monday nights, has 
some helpful things to say about today’s Gospel passage with its talk of taking up ones cross and 
denying self and the seeming riddle of losing to gain and seeking to save bringing loss. Helpful 
because this have often been a misunderstood passage used to justify all sorts of suffering and 
oppression with comments such as I guess that is the cross that has been given me to bear. Borg 
says, “that the cross, the central symbol of Christianity points to the process at the heart of the 
Christian life, dying and rising with Christ.” i  This language of dying and rising is not meant 
literally but is a metaphor for the personal and collective transformation that Christianity is all 
about. “Sometimes”, Borg says, “this internal process of transformation is spoken of as a ‘Dying to 
self’ or the ‘death of the self’ but that this language is too imprecise because it is subject to 
misunderstanding. Dying to self has been used to encourage the repression of self and its legitimate 
desires. Oppressed people in society and 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 becomes 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.” 1 Our real and true 
self. Borg suggests that it is preferable to speak 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 centered on God.” 1 And living our lives 
authentically, discovering that as we open ourselves to God that their lie within us more love, more 
courage more hope, more joy than we thought possible.  

Don’t get me wrong – I am not saying that this is necessarily easy. It is not, chiefly because it is a 
radical way. A way that is at odds with the norms of our society and culture. Our society says look 
after #1 first, what’s in it for me. There is an obsession with success and the use of force, to 
overcome violence. The cross points to another way, to a force more powerful. The force of non-
violence and self-giving. A way that asks first, what and where is the collective good. Maybe we 
don’t need another tax break, but rather the government should be spending more to provide better 
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services for the marginalized and disadvantaged of our society and world. A way that sees that 
Jesus broke the unending chain of evil and retaliation by accepting the cross. He overcomes evil 
with good: he overcomes darkness with light. We no longer need to create yet more victims by our 
use of force in the unceasing spiral of violence that bedevils our world. We need to find a way to 
love our enemies – and that doesn’t mean allowing them to ride rough shod over us. It does mean 
being prepared to sit down and talk and to begin to understand where they are coming from – that 
the use of violence and the indiscriminate killing of ordinary people only re-inforces the perception 
that we in the West are the evil ones and the perpetrators of terror. 

Jesus and the cross remind us most powerfully that God’s ways are not our ways – and that God 
calls us to the way of radical non-violence, and the doing of justice.   

Dare we say yes to Jesus’ call to take up the cross and deny self with all that that implies? If Jesus is 
right our very life depends upon it. Yes the cost may seem great, but so is the promise. That as we 
forget self in the sense of the pursuit of worldly wealth and power and influence, we are able to let 
go of self-preservation and find our selves. For a preoccupation with self-preservation so often 
means that we fail to be true to the best we are able to become. We duck for cover, we fail to speak 
out, we don’t want to get involved. We may gain the world thereby, says Jesus, but we forfeit our 
true and real self. That some how the self forgetfulness of which I have been talking means that we 
are actually able to be true to ourself – to live authentically.  

Dare we say Yes? Of course we dare, knowing that our God is with us and for us and promises the 
gift of his Spirit to guide and strengthen us and knowing that we have each other to support us and 
help pick us up when we stumble. 
 
 
                                                      
i Marcus Borg; The Heart of Christianity, published by Harper Collins 2003 p.112,113. 
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