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Text: Mark 8:31-38

“If any of you wants to become my follower, you must deny yourself, and
take up your cross, and follow me.” Those are harsh words. Not easy to hear. Deny
yourself. Take up your cross. If you want to get a large following, that's not exactly
what you tell people. In fact, it's the exact opposite of what you would tell them. If
you want to attract people, you have to offer them something positive and
attractive. A better life. Prosperity. Honor. Glory. Power. Success. “All of this can be
yours if you follow me."” But that's not what Jesus says. In fact, it's what the devil
told Jesus when he tempted him in the desert before he began his ministry.

What Jesus says is, “You want to follow me? Here is what I'm offering you: a
cross. Pick it up and carry it after me. Deny yourself. Forget about what you want in
life for yourself. Leave behind what you value most, and come, follow me.” Who in
their right mind would accept an offer like that? Why in the world would anyone
choose to follow Jesus if those are the conditions?

In a few moments, in the ceremony of installation for Pastor Luke, he will be
asked if he will preach and teach in accordance with the Holy Scriptures and the
Confessions of the Lutheran Church. In the Lutheran tradition, that means one
thing: will you preach and teach the gospel. Because for Lutherans, the whole
message of the Scriptures boils down to that: the gospel. Everything revolves
around the gospel. That's precisely what the Confessions constantly repeat. They
teach, for example, that wherever the gospel is proclaimed in word and sacrament,
there is the church. But wherever the gospel is not proclaimed, there is no church.
You can have the most beautiful church building full of people singing hymns at
full strength and praying with great zeal and listening to a preacher speak with
great authority and eloquence; but if the gospel is not being proclaimed, in
Lutheran thought, there is no church there. They may talk about Christ and invoke
his name and celebrate his supper, but without the gospel, that may be a religious
gathering, but it is not truly a Christian one.

And what is the gospel? It's the good news. It is the proclamation that in
Christ God loves us unconditionally, no matter what, and that there is nothing that
any of us could ever do that would make God stop loving us. It is the good news
that in Christ, God accepts us just as we are, forgiving us all the things we have ever
done wrong and ever will do wrong, in order to transform us into new people who
discover afresh every day what joy and peace and justice and hope really are. The
gospel is God's warm, strong embrace of each one of us from the time we were



baptized and each time we come to the table of our Lord. The gospel is us
experiencing the love and support in word and deed of our brothers and sisters in
the faith here in this place as well as outside of it. The gospel is people caring
deeply about us, as we care deeply for them and others as well. There is nothing in
this world as powerful and beautiful and sweet as the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Nothing.

But, “Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me?” That doesn’t sound
like gospel. That sounds like law, which is the counterpart to the gospel in Lutheran
thought. The law tells us what we ought to do and have to do. It is God's demand,
the obligation God puts on us. It is God telling us what kind of people we must be.
It is the commandment that weighs on us. When we hear the law, we see that we
are far from the ideal God lays down for us. We have not been and are not the
people God wants us to be. On the contrary, we are everything that God doesn't
want us to be. The law shows us our sin, our guilt, our flaws, and all the ugliness
that is in our lives and our heart.

And so when we hear, "Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me,”
our sinful nature hears law. It hears more demands, more burdens, more
suffering—more obligations that we not only cannot fulfill but have no desire to
fulfill. "Go away, Jesus. Go away with your cross. | don’t want anything to do with
that. Leave me alone. | want to be happy in life.”

But you know what? When we hear Jesus’ words in that way, we are
absolutely wrong. Because, believe it or not, “Deny yourself, take up your cross and
follow me" is gospel. Pure gospel. Good news, as sweet as it comes. Why? Just
listen to what Jesus says next: “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.”
Jesus isn't just talking about some distant hope in the future, going to heaven
when you die. He's talking about here and now. This life. He's saying, “Give up
everything for the gospel, and you will find true life. Let the gospel be at the heart
and core of your existence, let it take over your life, let it penetrate into every bone
of your body, and your life will never be the same again. Let it transform all of your
relationships with your family and friends and the people around you and even
those you don't know. Give of yourself. Don't hold back. Love unconditionally with
all of your heart and soul and mind and strength as God has loved you in Christ.
That is what denying yourself and taking up the cross really means. Caring. Loving.
Giving all that you have and all that you are to God and others. Saying, "My life is
not mine, Lord. It's yours. Take it. All of it.” That is pure gospel. Because, contrary to
what the world thinks, that is true joy. True peace. True happiness. True life.

A few years back, Luke, you decided to follow Jesus in a special way,
preparing for the ministry. And then you were ordained, choosing to say Yes to
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questions like those you will be asked here in a few moments. There are many ways
in which Christians can deny themselves and take up their cross; yet you chose this
way. And now, called by God through this congregation, you have elected to serve
in this way here. Why? | hope, and | think, that it is because you yourself have
learned from experience that “Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me” is
pure gospel. And because of that, both for your sake and that of others, you want
to be our Lord's instrument for allowing others to also learn and experience that
Jesus' words are pure gospel. That brings joy and satisfaction to you, as it should.
Nothing compares with sharing the gospel with others in word and deed.

| have been in this city and this country now for almost 30 years. | have
visited countless churches, both Lutheran and of other denominations, and got to
know many wonderful pastors and Christians and congregations. But | will tell you
the truth. In all these years, | have never found any other congregation, Lutheran or
otherwise, in which the gospel of Jesus Christ is proclaimed and lived and
experienced and breathed as consistently and clearly as it is here in this
congregation, the Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd.

Luke, as you are installed as pastor today, | have one prayer: that that will
remain true as you continue to serve us here. That in every sermon you preach,
every prayer you speak, every counsel you give, every word you share, every action
you perform, that gospel may come across loud and clear, in all its sweetness and
beauty and power. If you do that here as our pastor and leader, everything else will
take care of itself. Amen.



