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I really want to follow Jesus.

I really want to be His disciple,

Part of His body in the world,

Doing what He would do,

Saying what He would say,

Praying as He would pray.

So most of the time I try to be nice to people

And kind to animals

And I try not to hold a grudge too long.

I try to serve “the least of these,”

And I’m pretty sure “who” that means.

I know that I’m supposed to love God,

Love myself and love my neighbor as I love myself,

And I know that loving my neighbor

Means loving the ones

Who others may consider my enemies.

But I am not always so sure what it means

To take up my cross on a daily basis.

Jesus said, "If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me. For   those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will save it.

For Jesus, it meant carrying a huge timber

A very long way

Knowing that the timber

Would become the crossbar

For his own execution,

An execution reserved

For revolutionaries

And enemies of the state.

I also know what carrying the cross

Meant for Simon Cyrene,

Who was called out of the crowd

To carry the cross for Jesus

When He was too weak to carry it himself.

But what does it mean for us?

Sometimes we use the expression loosely

When one of our kids or coworkers

Is getting on our last nerve:

“She’s just my cross to bear.”

I’ve heard people use the expression

When they are suffering unduly and unfairly

With disease or hardship of some kind:

“It’s my cross to bear.”

Sometimes I think it pertains to the weight

Of our own guilt and shame –

Those can be heavy crosses to bear,

But I don’t think those are crosses

That we are supposed to bear.

Not if we believe that we are forgiven,

That we can hand them over to God

And walk away finally unburdened

And free . . .

“Take up my cross daily

And follow Me.”

I thought about this a great deal when I heard

About the shooting of the Amish schoolgirls.

What unthinkable, unspeakable, senseless loss

Of beautiful, innocent girls –

To carry such grief and still love God,

What a heavy cross to bear.

And yet somehow the Amish families knew

That carrying hatred for the killer of their daughters,

And for his family,

Was an even heavier cross,

One that they simply could not,

Should not and would not bear.

I’ve thought about this more

Since I heard about the shooting

In the Unitarian Church in Knoxville

A few weeks ago.

A man simply walked into what we call a sanctuary,

A safe and sacred space,

And started shooting.

He injured and killed our brothers and sisters

Because he hated liberals

And homosexuals.

Our society convinced this man

That liberals and homosexuals were the enemy.

He took the word ‘enemy’ seriously,

And he did what society teaches us

To do to our enemies – he killed them.

I doubt that the Unitarian Church in Knoxville

Considered themselves all that radical,

And I doubt that they ever imagined

That they had enemies.

I’m sure they didn’t set out to be martyrs.

They just did what they believed was right --

They extended their love to each and every person,

And for this they were killed.

Perhaps the same could be said

About the Amish people

Who keep to themselves

And try not to be a bother to anyone.

What they did when their precious girls

Were shot to death,

Was very unnatural.

It is much more natural to seek revenge

And to hold on to hate,

Especially if you think it is well earned.

In fact, studies have been done

At Stanford University

And East Carolina University

That show that the thought of revenge

Stimulates pleasure pathways in the brain –

The same pleasure pathways

That fire off when we think about

Eating chocolate or falling in love.

It actually produces a “high.”

No wonder some of us

Hold so tightly to our grudges.

No wonder some people

And some countries

Always need someone to hate.

The Amish make a daily practice

Of their faith,

Perhaps more successfully than many of us do.

They pray the Lord’s Prayer daily,

Saying “forgive us our sins

As we forgive those who sin against us.”

They take seriously Jesus’ teaching

That when someone offends us,

We should forgive them 70x7 times

And that we should pray for those who persecute us.

They practice daily

Dealing with frustrations and challenges,

Teasing and taunting,

Without allowing themselves

To become angered or vengeful.

And so perhaps that is the cross they carry daily,

To serve the Lord with love and gladness of heart,

Never mind how hard or unfair life may seem.

It’s hard for us to love and forgive

Those whose behaviors make them seem unlovable.

It is hard for us to forgive those who have hurt us.

It is even harder to love those who have hurt us

If they don’t think they need our forgiveness

Or won’t even admit they’ve done something wrong.

But let me tell you something –

And this goes against the grain of much Christian teaching –

God forgives us

Even when we fail to ask forgiveness,

Even when we refuse to admit we’ve done something wrong,

Even when we fail to make amends for harm we have caused,

Even when we fail to change our ways.

God loves us even when we are unlovable,

And out of that love comes God’s forgiveness.

Some say that in order to be forgiven by God or man,

You first have to ask for it.

But that isn’t what Jesus did or what He taught.

He taught that we are to forgive 70x7 times,

And He forgave many before they even thought

To ask for forgiveness or to repent of their ways.

That is grace, my beloveds,

Radical, uncompromising, unadulterated grace.

That is what is given to us,

Whether we ask for it or not,

No matter who we are,

Where we’ve been, what we’ve done,

Or what we may do tomorrow.

God loves us and God forgives us.

And that’s what we are supposed to do for others,

Every day,

Without knowing ahead of time

What the cost may be.

We may forgive someone,

And they may cause harm again.

We may forgive someone

And, in the words of Clark Gable,

They ‘really don’t give a damn.’

We shouldn’t put ourselves in harm’s way

If we fear that someone may hurt us again,

But nothing comes from hate

But hate.

We are called to do for others

What God does for us:

We are expected to love and forgive

Those who have done wrong or caused harm,

No matter who they are,

Where they’ve been,

What they’ve done

Or what they may do tomorrow:

That’s what God does for us everyday,

It’s what we are supposed to do for others everyday.

That’s our cross to bear.

Amen.
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