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March Word of Life

‘If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take
up his cross and follow me’ (Mk 8:34).

Word of Live March 2015 Download

While visiting the north of Galilee, in the villages around Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asked his
disciples what they thought of him. Peter, speaking for them all, declared his belief that he was
the Christ, the Messiah awaited for centuries. To avoid misunderstandings, Jesus explained
how his mission should be understood. He would indeed free his people, but in an unexpected
manner, paying in person. He would suffer greatly, be condemned, killed and, after three days,
rise again. Peter did not accept this vision of the Messiah. As many others of his time, he
imagined the Messiah to be someone who would act with power and strength, defeating the
Romans and putting the nation of Israel in its proper place in the world. He reprimanded Jesus,
who in turn said to Peter: ‘You are not thinking in God’s way, but as humans do’ (see Mk
8:31-33).

Jesus set off again, this time in the direction of Jerusalem, where he was to fulfil his destiny of
death and resurrection. Now that his disciples knew he was going to his death, would they want
to carry on following him? Jesus’ conditions are clear and demanding. He called the crowd and
his disciples together and he said to them:

‘If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross
and follow me’ 

They had been fascinated by him, the Master, when he walked by the lakeside, as they cast
their nets to fish, or at the tax booth. Without hesitation they had left their boats, nets, booth,
father, house, family to go running after him. They had seen him work miracles and had heard
his words of wisdom. Until that moment they had followed him in a spirit of joy and enthusiasm.

Following Jesus, however, was something that required far more. Now what it meant to share
fully in his life and destiny became clear: failure and hostility, even death, and what a death! It
was the most painful, the most shameful of deaths; the one reserved for murderers and the
most vicious criminals. A death the Scriptures called ‘cursed’ (see Dt 21:23). Just mentioning
the ‘cross’ caused terror. It was almost unspeakable. This is the first time the word appears in
the Gospel. Who knows what impression it made on his listeners?

Now that Jesus had clearly affirmed his own identity, he could demonstrate with equal clarity the
identity of someone who was his disciple. If the Master is one who loves his people to the point
of dying for them, taking their cross upon himself, so too his disciple, to be such, must set aside
his or her own way of thinking and share in the entire way of the Master, starting with the cross:
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‘If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross
and follow me’

Being Christian means being another Christ, to have ‘the same mind that was in Christ Jesus’
who ‘humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross’ (Phil.
2:5,8), to be crucified with Christ, to the point of being able to say with Paul: ‘it is no longer I
who live, but it is Christ who lives in me’ (Gal. 2:20), knowing nothing ‘except Jesus Christ, and
him crucified’ (1 Cor. 2:2). It is Jesus who continues to live, die, rise again in us. This is the
greatest desire and the ambition of the Christian, the thing that has created the great saints:
being like the Master. But how can we follow Jesus and become like this?

The first step is to ‘renounce oneself’, distancing oneself from one's own way of thinking. It was
what Jesus asked of Peter when he reprimanded him for thinking in the manner of human
beings and not God.

Renouncing ourselves means entering into God’s way of thinking, which is how Jesus thought
and is displayed in his way of doing things: the logic of the grain of wheat that must die to bear
fruit, of finding more joy in giving than in receiving, of offering one’s life out of love, in a word, of
taking up the cross:

‘If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross
and follow me’

The cross, the ‘daily’ cross as Luke’s gospel calls it (Lk 9:23), can have a thousand faces: an
illness, a job loss, the inability to sort out family or work problems … The cross does not need to
be sought, it comes on its own, perhaps when we least expect it and in ways we would never
have imagined.

Jesus invites us to ‘take it up’, not resigning ourselves to endure it as an evil we cannot avoid,
not letting it come down on us and crush us, not even putting up with it by acting with stoicism
and detachment. Instead welcoming it as a sharing in his cross, as a possibility of being his
disciples even in those situations and living in communion with him even in that suffering,
because he first took our cross on his shoulders. In every suffering, whatever it may be, we can
thus find Jesus who has already made it his own.

Igino Giordani saw in this an instance of role reversal with Simon of Cyrene who bore Jesus’
cross: the cross ‘weighs less if Jesus becomes our Cyrenian.’ And it weighs still less, he goes
on to say, if we bear it together. ‘A cross borne by one person ends up as crushing; a cross
borne together by several persons with Jesus in their midst, which is to say with Jesus taking it
up as a Cyrenian, grows lighter: an easy yoke. A climb, with many climbers roped together, in
agreement with one another, becomes a joy, even while the ascent is being made.’

So we are to take up the cross and bear it with him, knowing that we are not alone in carrying it
because he bears it with us. This is relating to and belonging to Jesus, even to the point of full
communion with him, to the point of becoming another him. And this is the way that we follow
Jesus and become true disciples. The cross will then become for us, as for Christ, ‘the power of

                               page 2 / 3



Ireland | March Word of Life
https://www.focolare.org/ireland/news/2015/02/27/march-word-of-life/

God’ (1 Cor. 1:18), the way of resurrection. In every weakness we will find strength, in every
darkness light, in every death life, because we will find Jesus.

Fabio Ciardi
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