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Jesus called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those 
who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for 
the sake of the gospel, will save it. (Mark 8:34-35) 
 
Okay.  If you’ve gone to church regularly for more than a couple of years, this passage 
probably sounds familiar.  Very Church-y.  Very Lent-y.  But what does it mean?   
 
For the disciples who actually followed the historical Jesus -- for whom crucifixion at the 
hands of the Roman Empire was a real threat---or even for the first audience of Mark’s 
Gospel a few decades later, for whom Martyrdom in the Roman Colosseum was an equally 
real, looming, threat--this passage probably meant exactly what it says. 
 
“You wanna follow me?” Jesus says. “Okay, that’s great.  But you need to know that there’s a 
good chance they’ll kill you for it.  Is it worth it?  Absolutely.  But don’t say I didn’t warn 
you.”   
 
If you’ve been following Lent Madness so far this season, then you already know that 
torture and death were often the fate of those who answered the call to follow Jesus in 
times and places other than our own.   
 
(My 4th grader, Lucia, was especially impressed by the recent Lent Madness story about 
Tarciusius--the young boy who was beaten to death by a gang of other boys on his way to 
bring Eucharist to a fellow Christian in prison.   Who knew that being a Eucharistic Visitor 
was such a dangerous ministry?  I’m afraid we forgot to cover street fighting in our last 
training session for Eucharistic Visitors at St. Mark’s.  The story of Tarciusius makes sitting 
still through a boring sermon at church seem like a small price to pay for following 
Jesus!)     
 
But seriously---what about all the Saints who weren’t crucified or dunked in boiling oil or 
bound to the rack or burned at the stake or thrown to the lions?  Were they not REALLY 
Saints?  Were they not REALLY following Jesus?    
 
Or perhaps, of more interest for those of us gathered together for worship today, what 
about us?   To my knowledge, in the history of this congregation, exactly zero members of 
St. Mark’s have been violently killed for following Jesus.  Does that mean that not one single 
member in the whole history of St. Mark’s has ever been a true follower of Jesus?  If you’re 
not constantly on the empire’s “Top 10 most wanted list”, does that mean you’re just not 
trying, you’re just not being disciple-ly enough?   
 



Maybe.  In some cases, even, probably.  But I believe that the Gospel can mean what it says 
AND it can mean something more.  And today I’d like to talk about what I believe that 
“something more” might be.   
 

 
 
VOCATIONS COURSE 
 
Jesus called the crowd with his disciples and said to them “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those 
who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for 
the sake of the gospel, will save it. 
 
As some of you know, this past Thursday night I led the first session in a course on 
Christian Vocations for our Diocese.  Contrary to popular secular use of the word, for 
Christians, the word “vocation” doesn’t only refer to a “job” or “profession”, nor does it 
refer only to people with a so called “religious vocation” like monks and nuns.  The English 
word “Vocation”, like the English word “vocal”, comes from the Latin word “vocare” --to 
call!  As in the Gospel story when Jesus called out to the fisherman mending their nets 
“Come! Follow me!” As in today’s Gospel when Jesus called the crowd with his disciples, and 
said to them, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me. 
 
I believe the answer to the question “Is God calling me?” is always, for everyone, an 
unequivocal, irrevocable, resounding “yes”!!!!  God is always calling--calling you, and me, 
and every human person--and probably all of Creation for that matter.  And the direction of 
God’s call is always the same:  God calls us all to draw close to God’s heart---because the 
nearer we draw to God’s heart, the more clearly, we can see what God’s up to in the 
world…. the closer we are to God’s heart, the more clearly, we can hear God’s invitation to 
be part of it all.    
 
So, when Jesus calls out “Follow me!”  first to Simon and Andrew, then to James and John, 
then to the crowd with the disciples, then to Mark’s congregation, and finally, now, to you 
and me, we don’t have to wonder where we are headed.   
Jesus’ whole life is a “yes” to God’s call.   So, if we’re following Jesus, we can trust that, with 
Jesus, we are following God’s call, always closer to the heart of God then always deeper into 
God’s life in the world.     
 
But saying “yes” to God’s call is never without a cost.  God calls us to Godself in order to 
invite us into something bigger than ourselves.  And this is the cost:   There always comes a 
point, when in order to say “yes” to God’s call, I have to say “no” to my Self.  My idea of 
“self”.  My attachment to “self”.  I have to let go of the notion that: 
 
MY life, MY vocation, MY money, MY land, MY time, MY purpose, MY calling 
 



Is even a real thing.  I have to reject the illusion that MY existence has any reality or 
meaning apart from the whole life of God, revealing itself in the whole life of the world.   
 
If God is Love, then I can have no “love” that is not God’s 
If God is Light, then I can have no “light” that is not God’s  
If God is Life, then I can I have no “life” that is not God’s 
 
This Lent at St. Mark’s we have two small groups gathering each Tuesday to discuss a book 
called “Wild Hope:  Stories for Lent from the Vanishing.”  With poignant intimacy and 
gentle poetry, the author tells stories of endangered animals--who she sees as among the 
“least of these, Christ’s brothers and siblings.”   The lives of these animals give us a glimpse 
of the awesome, intricate, interdependence of all living things...and we see with new clarity 
and horror how our “own” human lives are shredding the very Web of Life that holds us 
all.   
 
If God is the Voice that Calls Creation into being, “Let there be Light!  And there was Light”, 
then God is the Voice that is Calling me into being, and I can have no Calling apart from 
God’s Call  to participate more fully in God’s Own Love and  Life and Dream and Purpose in 
God’s world.   
 
Jesus calls the crowds, the disciples, and each one of us, to follow Him into the heart of God 
and then out into the heart of the world … to be part of something Bigger and Older and 
more Beautiful and Enduring than ourselves. But between here and there, there is always 
the Cross.   
 

 
Jesus called the crowd with his disciples and said to them “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those 
who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for 
the sake of the gospel, will save it. 
 
 When I looked up this Gospel in the interlinear bible, I discovered something startling in 
the original Greek.   
 
The word for “life” (as in, “those who want to save their life will lose it”) was not the word I 
expected.  The Greek word for “life” in this passage is “psuche” --which is also the Greek 
word for breath.   
 
Of course!  Is not breathing one of the most definitive signs of life, itself? (At least for us 
humans)  
 
What if all our human efforts to protect and preserve our life as we know it-- by anxiously 
clinging to our egos, our comfort, our resources, our possessions, our plans; by fearfully 
clinging to our idolatrous illusions of power, safety and control--- What if all our anxious 



striving is actually as counterproductive as me trying to save “my life” by “holding my 
breath”? 
 

What if, today, Jesus is saying something like this to us: 
 
Those who want to hold their breath will lose it...and those who give their breath for 
my sake and the sake of the Gospel will save it… 
 
OR 
 
those who want to hold their breath will lose their life, but those who let go and allow 
the Breath of Life to flow through them, for my sake and the sake of the Gospel, will 
live.   
 

 
What would it be like for you to let go?  What would it be like for us to quit holding our 
breath?  What would it be like for me to quit clinging to the limiting lie of “me” and be held 
by the liberating Reality of Us.  To recognize the spark of my own small life as an integral 
part of the infinite Divine Life that flows through all of creation.   What would it be like to 
say “yes” to God’s call, to follow Jesus--right through the cross--and into the freedom and 
flow of Eternal Life?  
 
Jesus called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who 
want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the 
sake of the gospel, will save it.   Amen. 
 

 
 

Notes 
 

[“life”] psuché: breath, the soul 
Original Word: ψυχή, ῆς, ἡ 
Part of Speech: Noun, Feminine 
Transliteration: psuché 
Phonetic Spelling: (psoo-khay') 
Definition: breath, the soul 
Usage: (a) the vital breath, breath of life, (b) the human soul, (c) the soul as the seat of 
affections and will, (d) the self, (e) a human person, an individual. 
 


