
Nelson Mandela spent 27 years in prison, or approximately 10,000 days, a huge

amount of normal life especially for such a gifted man. Before his long

imprisonment he was on the run for a couple of years, a time he described as

even more difficult than his prison sentence. What drove him to make such

great sacrifices was his choice to serve his people, his country, over and above

his own personal ambitions and conveniences. This may be described as his

cross, the burden he carried because of his love for his people, his concern for

their sufferings, and his passion for justice.  Their struggle became his life.

Today, the focus of our worship turns towards the climax of the season, the

passion of Jesus, his suffering and death on the cross. In the Gospels Jesus says

to his disciples, ‘unless you take up your cross and follow me, you cannot be my

disciple.’ In the Jewish homeland of the first century taking up one’s cross

meant only one thing: crucifixion, that slow, humiliating, agonising and very

public method of execution the Romans used to eliminate political opponents.

Did Jesus intend that all his followers must be crucified? Of the Gospel writers

Luke seems to identify the problem of this being read in purely literal terms, so

he writes Jesus’ words to show that he meant taking up the cross every day.

While the cross meant actual death for Jesus and for many of his followers

since, for the majority it serves as a powerful metaphor for the pattern of a

whole way of life for those who would be disciples of Jesus.

The cross is indeed a symbol of suffering. For the Christian, suffering in one

way or another is not a likelihood; it is a certainty. This doesn’t mean that

suffering is something we should seek. Jesus himself did not seek to suffer. In

the garden of Gethsemane, he prayed that the cup of suffering be removed

from him. But his overriding commitment was to do God’s will, not his own.

Suffering is an inevitable part of Christian life, just as it was for Jesus even

though it is very unlikely that any of us will be called to go through it in the way

he did.

Suffering as part of Christian discipleship is not necessarily worse than any

other suffering we may face as a result of being human beings on planet Earth.

In fact, it may be a whole lot easier, as in difficult times we will hopefully find

our faith to be a real support. So many people who have chosen the Christian

life have found such inner peace that no amount of hardship has been able to
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break them down. This seems to reflect what St Paul is saying in our second

reading. Writing from prison and not knowing whether he would come out

alive, he says that knowing Christ is a supreme advantage, so much so that

everything else is worthless.

Paul’s suffering, actual and anticipated, comes out of love. His genuine love for

Christ his Saviour has caused him to suffer, joyfully, expectantly, purposefully.

For all of us, to love is to put others before yourself, to commit yourself to

them, so much so that when they suffer, so do you. In the Gospel today we

have a demonstration of suffering love. True self-giving devotion of Jesus by

Mary of Bethany touched with the sorrow of his forthcoming death; in contrast

to the evil motives of Judas.

The gospel is asking us to base the whole of our life on genuine love. The first

and greatest commandment is that we love God with all of our being; and love

our neighbour as we love ourselves. Such love does not come with terms and

conditions. Personally, I find the call to love others including those I find

difficult, even those who in my worldly mind I can’t stand, to be very liberating.

What I might instinctively feel about them doesn’t seem to matter anymore.

To love God and our neighbour, our fellow human being - or perhaps better to

affirm that to love God is to love our fellow human being, because we are all

connected, all created in the image of God - this is the way of life that Jesus

came to show us how to live. And his cross demonstrates this in a very

practical way. As you look at the cross, notice that it has a common centre and

that from there it points in two directions: upward, as it were, to God, and

outward to the world. This represents the two directions of our love and

commitment that can never be separated. Another useful way of looking at

the cross is to see it as the letter ‘I’ meaning me, crossed out.

Because truly to love God and our neighbour means to die to self; not to hate

ourselves, of course, on the contrary, the great commandment assumes that

we love and value our own God-given life and being. Rather, dying to self

means dying to selfishness or self-centredness, when the unholy and

unwholesome trinity of me, myself and I are no longer first and foremost in the

world. It is to die to pride, greed, envy, and life based on purely personal wants

and needs. We have increasingly to die to these things so that the real self, the
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real me, the real you, can emerge and increase. This dying to self is, in fact, the

birth process of a higher life, the new creation as St Paul calls it: life centred in

God and energised by God’s Spirit. It is to discover our true God-given

humanity, and it gives us the strength, the peace and freedom to cope with

life’s many challenges. Whenever we face the darkness of the cross of suffering

in whatever form it takes, we can know that it is not the end, but the doorway

to a new beginning. For we can see through the darkness the pale but

increasing light of resurrection.
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