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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

There is something deeply challenging about the Gospel today. Jesus tells his disciples plainly that he is going to Jerusalem, where he will suffer, be killed, and be raised on the third day. Peter cannot bear to hear it. He takes Jesus aside and protests: “Far be it from you, Lord! This shall never happen to you.”

Peter loves Jesus. His instinct is to protect him. And yet Jesus responds with astonishing sharpness: “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me.”

Why such a strong response?

Because Peter, for all his love for Jesus, is trying to place his own understanding of what God should do above God's purposes. Peter wants a Messiah who will triumph without suffering, glory without the cross, victory without sacrifice.

And perhaps that is a temptation for us too.

We can easily imagine the Christian life as one in which, if we trust God sufficiently, everything should work out as we hope. We may expect faith to make life easier, to remove difficulties, to protect us from disappointment and suffering. But Jesus does not promise that.

Instead, he says: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”

Those are difficult words. They are not particularly fashionable words. We live in a culture which tells us to put ourselves first, to protect our own interests, to seek comfort and fulfilment. Jesus speaks of self-denial and the cross.

But notice that he does not simply say, “Take up your cross.” He says, “Take up your cross and follow me.”

The Christian life is not about deliberately making ourselves miserable. Nor does God delight in our suffering. Rather, the cross means that we are willing to put Christ and his kingdom before our own comfort, our own reputation and even our own desires.

And perhaps the most important word is “follow”.

We do not carry our crosses alone. Christ has gone before us. He knows the road of suffering, rejection and sacrifice because he has walked it himself. We follow someone who has already passed through death and emerged into resurrection.

That helps us understand the remarkable passage from Romans 12.

St Paul takes the great truths of the Gospel and asks what they look like when they are lived out in ordinary human relationships.

“Let love be genuine.”

“Love one another with brotherly affection.”

“Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord.”

“Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer.”

And then, perhaps most challenging of all:

“Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.”

“Repay no one evil for evil.”

“If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.”

These are not merely nice pieces of moral advice. They are what life looks like when we are genuinely following the crucified Christ.

Jesus tells us to take up our cross; Paul shows us some of what that cross-bearing life looks like.

It means choosing love when resentment would be easier.

It means forgiving when we would rather hold on to an old grievance.

It means refusing to answer anger with anger.

It means being generous even when generosity is not returned.

It means praying for those who have hurt us.

It means seeking peace, even when we cannot control whether the other person will respond peacefully.

And notice how realistic Paul is: “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.”

He knows that we cannot make everyone else peaceful. We cannot control other people's behaviour. We cannot always repair every relationship. But we can ask: What depends on me? What can I do? What response does Christ call me to make?

That is where discipleship becomes very practical.

We may never be asked to make some great heroic sacrifice. Our cross may be found in something much more ordinary: patiently caring for someone, making the first move towards reconciliation, listening rather than speaking, persevering when we are discouraged, continuing to pray when prayer seems dry, giving ourselves for the sake of another person.

These things may seem small, but they are precisely the places where Christ is teaching us to follow him.

And there is encouragement here too. Paul says, “Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer.”

The Christian life is not sustained by our own strength. We are not expected to manufacture enough courage, patience or love by ourselves. We are invited to remain close to Christ, to receive his grace, and to allow his love to shape our lives.

Perhaps, then, the question for us today is quite simple:

What does it mean for me to follow Jesus this week?
Where am I being called to deny myself rather than insist on my own way?

Where might I need to forgive?

Who might need an act of kindness from me?

Where do I need to choose peace rather than resentment?

And where do I simply need to persevere in hope and prayer?

Peter wanted to save Jesus from the cross. But Jesus knew that the cross was not the defeat Peter imagined. It was the path to resurrection.

And that is the heart of our faith. The cross is not the end of the story.

So when Christ calls us to take up our cross and follow him, he is not calling us into hopelessness. He is calling us into the way of life. The way may sometimes be difficult, but it is the way that leads through death into resurrection, through sacrifice into love, and through apparent defeat into the victory of God.

May we therefore have the grace not simply to admire Jesus, but to follow him; not simply to believe in the cross, but to allow its love to shape our lives.

And may the words of St Paul become increasingly true of us: “Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer.”

For the one whom we follow has gone before us—and he will never leave us to walk the road alone.

