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“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves  
and take up their cross daily and follow me.” 
 
That cross. It is such an icon of our faith that sometimes we forget its raw power. 
It’s tempting to forget it, because otherwise it haunts us,  

as it must have haunted Jesus in the weeks that led him inexorably  
toward Jerusalem and then Golgotha. 

 
From the beginnings of our Christian lives – whether we were baptized as infants or later  – we 
have been marked with that cross. In this church, we say to all new Christians as we mark their 
foreheads with oil: 
“You are sealed by the Holy Spirit in Baptism, and marked as Christ’s own, forever.” 
The cross of oil is not wiped off, but it becomes invisible, until once a year – on a night like 
tonight – it is made visible once again. Once again, in ashes, engraved on our own bodies,  
We see that cross. 
 
The cross that casts its long shadow over this season, over our lives, 
has been the subject of many beautiful hymns, as poets through the centuries have wrestled 
with the paradox that a symbol of suffering and shame  
becomes the means of glory and victory in Jesus Christ. 
 
But it’s not one of those hymns that’s been running through my head these past few days. This 
song may never have been heard within these walls before. It’s this: 
 
“Standin’ in the shadows of love, 
I’m gettin’ ready for the heartache to come . . .” 
 
This day is not what the Four Tops had in mind back in 1966.  
 But I think the lyric is an apt description of where we stand, at the threshold of Lent.  
  Here we dare to stand, peering into the shadows that surround this season,  
   seeking to unite ourselves, even through the heartache we know is coming,  
   with the love of God revealed in the passion of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
For me, and maybe for you, there’s a sort of relief in stepping into those shadows of love,  
 no longer eluding, but embracing them;  

and beginning, once more, the journey to Calvary. 
 
  



So how do we begin?  

 We begin⎯as we will hear in a few minutes⎯with self-examination and repentance;  
 with prayer and self-denial; with reading and meditating on God’s holy word. 
We begin with Isaiah, who asks: “Is not THIS the fast that the Lord desires:  
 to loose the bonds of injustice . . . to share your bread with the hungry,  
  bring the homeless poor into your house...and not to hide from your own kin?”  
We begin with Jesus’ invitation – his demand – to take up our own cross daily 
 And follow him. 
 
I like that he doesn’t tell us to go looking for a cross to make our own. 
 Jesus assumes that we each have a cross, and maybe it’s standing in our way,  

maybe we stumble over it, unless we pick it up and take it along on our journey. 
I also like that Luke, unique among the gospels, adds the word “daily.” 

“Take up your cross daily and follow me.” 
Because that implies that we must also set them down sometimes, 
To re-energize, re-set and renew our resolve to follow Jesus. 

 
When we follow Jesus, we go to the places he went, 
 To the lonely rooms of the sick and the grieving, 
  To the pockets of poverty in a land of plenty, 
   To the fields of discord and distress, 
   To the corridors of the cruel, and the comforts of the compassionate. 
 
Even if we can only go there virtually for now, 
Even if we go only in prayer – and prayer is the best vehicle we have— 
We will go where Jesus goes. 
 
Standing in the shadows of his love, 
Getting ready for the heartache to come, 
Let us take up our cross daily, this Lent, and follow Jesus. 
Amen. 
 


