Take up you cross			Matthew 16 v 21-27

All of us like our creature comforts. All those household gadgets, that were once on our wish list, have now become part of our everyday lives. So when the boiler, or the car breaks down, or the wi-fi gets cut off, or there’s no television, we are at a loss. Families struggle to cope. But in the way of things, these are not the most important needs in our lives.

In reality, life throws some serious problems at us which cannot be avoided. As Christians, we are not exempt from these struggles. In fact, our faith may bring more challenges in our daily lives. It was Saint Teresa of Avila who said, “No wonder you have so few friends, Lord; you treat them so badly.” This well-known remark rings a bell for many of us. All too often, those who strive generously to serve God seem to get more than their fair share of suffering and hardship.

Today’s first reading was from the prophet Jeremiah. Jeremiah never wanted to be a prophet, but he found no way of evading the divine call. To use his own words, he said that God seduced him, overpowered him, and deceived him. He then finds himself addressing people who won’t listen to him. They even ridicule him, and punish him by putting him in stocks. No wonder Jeremiah was tempted to say, “I’ll just not think about God anymore.” But when push comes to shove, he can’t actually do it. Why? Because it was the fire of his love for God. That inner fire made him carry on his apparently hopeless task of warning God’s people about the coming wrath if they didn’t repent.

There may be times when, like Jeremiah, we may get angry, very angry with God, and his demands on our lives. I vividly remember a young mother coming to my vicarage.  When I opened the door, she ran past me to the flight of stairs in the hallway, and beat the stairs with her fists repeatedly shouting out to God, “it’s not fair! It’s not fair.!”

We need to remember that it isn’t just God’s friends who have to suffer. Even God’s own Son was to suffer. In today’s Gospel reading we have Jesus revealing to his disciples the anguish he felt as they set out for Jerusalem. Jesus was sharing with them how he would be arrested, suffer, and face an appalling death. Peter is shocked and cries out, “Heaven preserve you Lord… This must not happen to you.” At first, Jesus’ response to Peter may seem harsh when he says, “Get behind me, Satan … the way you think is not God’s way but man’s.” Jesus had just given Simon the new name of Peter, which means ‘rock,’ but now he calls him Satan.

The sharpness of the reply reveals how deeply Jesus dreaded what lay ahead for him in Jerusalem. “Can’t you see,” he seems to say, “My task is hard enough without you playing the devil’s game, too.” Like Jeremiah before him, Jesus shrinks from the suffering his mission to Jerusalem will entail. Therefore, we might well ask, “Why did Jesus go through with it?” It was because the fire of his love for his Father, and for us, that burned in his heart.
That’s what led him to go steadfastly on to Jerusalem, and to the cross.

The cross slips into our lives, too, in all kinds of ways. Sometimes in small or predictable ones: like bad weather when we expected sunshine. The inevitable aches and pains of getting old.  Don’t get old! The sacrifices involved in bringing up a family. At other times, the cross can come in a devastating form. A frightening X-ray; the death of a loved one.


2.

A young woman of faith who had lost her husband in a traffic accident cries out in her grief, like that young mother on the stairs, you sometimes wonder what God us doing to us? Most of us have experienced something of that feeling. We’d all like a Christianity without the cross. But Christianity without the cross wouldn’t be Christianity at all. Jesus tells us, “If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him … take up his cross and follow me.” Not only is Jesus indicating, in one way or another, that the shadow of the cross will fall on our lives, but he is also reminding us that he has gone before us in the way of suffering.

An early Christian writer compared Jesus to a mother who takes a spoonful of her child’s medicine in order to encourage her little one to do the same. It’s her way of saying, “See, there’s nothing to fear from the nasty tasting concoction, in fact, it’s going to do you good.”
Jesus wants us to know that the cross in our lives can be the finest proof of his love. Therefore, our gracious acceptance of the cross in our lives can be the finest proof of our love for him. There may well be times, as it was for the prophet Jeremiah, that we want to rebel against God. But, please God, like Jeremiah, we will experience that fire of love for God in our hearts, which leads us once again to stand by Jesus as our friend and Saviour.

At every Mass, we celebrate Jesus who not only died, but also rose again. The resurrection is the other side of the cross. Like Saint Teresa of Avila, deep down in our hearts, we have always known, even if it seems that God treats his friends badly, that God loves us dearly, and stands by all who suffer in his name.

Last Thursday was a big day for our parish. A large crane arrived at St. Paul’s to put into place the refurbished cross outside our church. This cross has been such a visual witness of our faith over many years to the town of Dover on this very busy road. It was a dark day when it had to be taken down because it had become dangerous. It is such a blessing for all of us to have it restored. It will be unveiled on Holy Cross Day on 14th September. Paul Smye-Rumsby has done a remarkable job. The details on the figure of Jesus are amazing as you will see when you eventually have the opportunity to have a proper look at it close-up.  This cross will continue to be our way of sharing the way of the cross is for all, so that they may have life in all its fulness.

Reflection:
Following Jesus means turning over everything to him. Our hearts, and our wills are brought constantly to the foot of his cross, where we will receive life in abundance.

Prayer:
Heavenly Father, you have called us through the cross to be ‘a living sacrifice acceptable to God’, in sharing your love with others. We pray that many in this parish will accept the challenge of Jesus ‘to take up our cross daily to follow him.’ We make this prayer in his Name. Amen.

