
Leaning into the Cross: The Problem with Trying to Save Jesus 
 

Mark 8: 31-35 

31 Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, 

and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and 

after three days rise again. 32 He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him 

aside and began to rebuke him. 33 But turning and looking at his disciples, he 

rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not 

on divine things but on human things.” 
34 He 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. 35 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. 

I remember my grandmother would routinely go through her possessions and promise them to 

different family members while she was still alive. Decades before her actual passing, she would 

call and tell me she had found something that she was putting my name on for after she was 

gone. I would often resist, “Grandma, stop talking about it! That’s too dark a day to think about.” 

To which she would say, “Well, it’s coming at some point. So better to give it some thought now 

then have people fight over things after I’m gone!” The truth is, most of us don’t like to hear 

someone we care about talking about death. But there’s Jesus telling his friends that he won’t be 

with them much longer. That the time is coming when he will have face the inevitable. And we 

notice the disciple’s response is a lot like mine: “Jesus, we don’t want to talk about it.” 

 

There’s a part in all of us, I think, which remains in denial when it comes to death. Even though 

we just surpassed 500,000 Covid-19 causalities, and we have a heightened awareness death is 

imminently possible, there is still a part in us that doesn’t want to think about it. Perhaps I don’t 

want to be in a sad mood. Or perhaps it’s a conditioned response. One could argue that as a 

society, we are in a perpetual state of denial when it comes to death. We are expected to move on 

from our grief after a couple of weeks, and if we don’t—which who does?—people think 

something is wrong with us. When is the last time we saw a Hospice commercial on television? 

We tuck the topic in a corner. We push it down deep inside of us. It’s sort of like that Garfield 

cartoon where Garfield steps on the weighing scale and says, “I weigh myself everyday, and I 

find it enjoyable…Especially since I removed the batteries.” We remove the reality, preferring a 

state of denial, so we can move forward with our lives. 

 

So I get Peter’s response. When Jesus starts talking about what is coming Peter denies it. Now 

maybe he’s trying to protect Jesus. I mean, if someone was carrying on like Jesus does, who 

wouldn’t say something similar? Does Jesus expect Peter to say, “Well, okay Jesus! We all have 

to go some time!” Of course not! This is someone whose life radiates the presence of life for our 

world! The marginalized are being welcomed. The tormented are being relieved. The blind can 

see! The deaf can hear! The oppressed can breathe! There’s hope! And Peter, bless his heart, he 

wants to protect Jesus. More, he wants to protect his ideology of what he thinks Jesus’ mission is 

about. And God have mercy on me for every time I’ve done that. I get Peter’s denial. Maybe we 

all do. 



Except, how does Jesus respond? He doesn’t show Peter any love, does he? “Get behind me, 

Satan!” Yikes! Under the harsh language perhaps we hear it: Jesus is telling Peter to stop holding 

him back. We can imagine it reminds Jesus of his time in the wilderness. You know, where the 

Satan figure is trying hold him back from who he is. To tempt him to tone down God’s mission 

because of the cost. And God have mercy on me for every time I’ve toned down God’s mission 

because of the cost.  

 

Now let’s be clear about what Jesus’ mission is. It’s not to die, despite the toxic theology woven 

into our interpretations. Jesus’ purpose isn’t to die, it’s to bring life. To bring about a different 

way which will disrupt our systems of law and order and name what is broken within us despite 

our persistent denial. Jesus does not die because God wants him to, but because powerful 

humans in powerful places oppose his justice-seeking mission. You see, Peter is trying to help 

Jesus, but instead he is hindering him. “Get behind me, Satan!” 

Perhaps that is the real role of the tempter in our lives: to water down our ministries and 

convince us it is okay to settle for mediocrity because we are afraid of losing money, or losing 

status, or losing control. And God have mercy on me for every time I’ve done that. 

 

So Jesus turns around and faces the general public saying, “Anyone who wants to follow me, 

pick up your cross!” He’s not asking us to accept a death sentence. He’s asking us to pick up the 

pieces of his purpose and carry it forward without falter. To keep poking at injustice, to keep 

building economies of equity, and to keep loving those who are denied. Like my grandmother 

used to put my name on items she wanted me to have, Jesus is putting our names on his Spirit-

driven movement, which picks up the pieces of God’s desire for our world and carries it forward.  

 

Perhaps Lent is a time when we can lean in and be honest about our denial and about what we 

are holding onto that holds us back. Maybe we can be honest that when Jesus says, “Follow me!” 

most of us are like, “You go on ahead, Jesus and we’ll catch up in a few minutes.” Jesus didn’t 

come to die. He came to bring abundant life. So let’s pick up the pieces of his justice and grace, 

and truly live. Amen. 

 


