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 This is the most important teaching Jesus shares with his disciples. It’s especially 

meaningful when we know what’s said immediately before it. Jesus has just asked them what 

people are saying about him. He asks, “Who do you say that I am?” That’s when Peter identifies 

Jesus as the Christ, the One God has chosen to make things right. Then Jesus begins telling them 

what that means, and he’s very open about it.  

 

 But Peter, the one who had just identified Jesus as the messiah, won’t accept what Jesus 

says. He seems to be ideologically incapable of understanding it. For him the messiah was 

someone who would defeat their enemies and end their hardship. He wasn’t meant to be captured 

and killed. Peter couldn’t see beyond his assumptions to the deeper meaning of Jesus’ life.  

 

 For Jesus the meaning of life is found in the life we lose. After explaining what will 

happen to him, and after putting Peter and his assumptions in his place, Jesus goes on to expand 

his journey to include any who would follow him. His followers must take up their cross. This 

isn’t a call to martyrdom in a literal sense. Taking up the cross is a metaphor for following the 

path Jesus is walking.  

 

 That path leads from the life of the ego through its death to a new life in the presence of 

the Eternal, the Divine. In his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, the great mythologist 

Joseph Campbell describes this as the “hero’s journey.” It begins with a call or invitation to step 

away from the familiar and strike out into unknown territories where adventures are found and 

dangers overcome. The hero’s journey leads us into the depths of our souls where we must face 

fear and loss so that we can be reborn. For Abraham it was leaving “country and kin” behind, for 

Moses it was gathering Israel to journey to the Promised Land, for Jesus it means taking up the 

cross. But in each case a life is lost and the life we lose is the one we have constructed, our ego 

which we have nurtured and has served us well but must be allowed to die so that new life can 

emerge. 

 

 This is a common cycle among the world’s religions. And it’s often misunderstood by 

those who aren’t ready to let go of the life they’re leading. Or it’s considered too challenging for 

common people and is reserved only for certain holy men and women. But you notice Jesus 

makes no such distinction. He never says, “where I’m going you cannot follow.” He says it’s 

possible but we have to be willing to let go of our assumptions, to give up the kind of two-

dimensional thinking expressed by Peter. As Jesus tells him, his thinking is too earth-bound and 

human oriented.  

 

 Moving from the human to the divine plane requires denial of self, death of our ego. And 

it seems to me there are at least three pillars Jesus invites us to consider. First is a willingness to 

trust. By putting our trust in something outside ourselves we make ourselves vulnerable and open 

to new perspectives and a new understanding of the world. We’re no longer reliant on our own 

construct which can be fearful but also exhilarating and renewing. 



 A second pillar is an acknowledgment of our limits. We live in a culture that insists 

progress is limitless, possibilities endless. But in fact we are limited and what often passes for 

progress can actually set us back. If we keep our focus only on ourselves and meeting our own 

needs, even if we achieve them, perhaps especially if we achieve them, we become more deeply 

attached to our egos and cut off from the new life promised in Christ. 

 

 Finally, a third pillar, and this may sound a little odd, is an acceptance of failure. Again, 

our culture teaches us just the opposite. We’re taught to win and never give in to failure. We 

even have a tendency to talk about salvation in terms of winning. But the spiritual life is forged 

in a crucible of failure. Ask any recovering addict, whether it’s from alcohol or drugs or 

gambling, whatever it is, what their turning point was. They’ll all tell you it was when they hit 

rock bottom. Progress on the spiritual path can only begin when the illusion of winning is finally 

destroyed. That’s when the ego can finally die.  

 

 Jesus says, "If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up 

their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it.” If we cling to our 

ego, refusing to trust, denying our limits, rejecting the possibility of failure, we will never 

experience new life. That doesn’t mean we’ll never be happy or have good things. What Jesus is 

offering his followers is something beyond what the world offers. Eternal life, life that is whole 

and lasting, isn’t just some pie in the sky dream. It’s possible here and now but it requires 

something of us. It requires we lose this life we’ve come to cherish, this life we’ve built, this ego 

we carry, so we can move on to discover the True Life deep within.  

 

 What Jesus is saying to his followers and the crowd around him is it’s possible for 

anyone. You don’t have to be a spiritual master to follow this path. You only have to submit your 

ego to it. Then he shows us the way. He submits his own ego by placing his trust in God’s will 

and not his own, by experiencing the limits of mortality, by accepting failure on the cross…. and 

opening the way to new life.   

 

 That’s the adventure, the hero’s journey, we’re invited to take. It’s a lifelong effort. We 

will always be on this path once we set ourselves to it. And it begins whenever you decide it’s 

time. You need only look within yourself; ask yourself if this life you’ve constructed, this ego 

you work so hard to protect is really all there is for you. Jesus offers us more—a deeper life that 

transcends the shallow rewards the world holds. It’s not an easy way but it’s the only path to 

discover the True Life you’re meant for.  

 

 I’ll end with a quote from a 7
th

 century hermit that’s been on my mind lately; his name is 

Isaac the Syrian. He says, “Be at peace with your own soul; then heaven and earth will be at 

peace with you. Enter eagerly into the treasure house that is within you, and so you will see the 

things that are in heaven; for there is but one single entry to them both. The ladder that leads to 

the kingdom is hidden within your soul. Flee from sin, dive into yourself, and in your soul you 

will discover the stairs by which to ascend.” 

 

Amen 


