		Christ is in our midst!  He is and ever shall be!
In the Name of the Father, and of the + Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
It was a German Lutheran pastor, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, executed by the Nazis shortly before the liberation of the concentration camp he was being held captive in, who said, “When Jesus bids a man, He bids him come and die.”  There can be no mistake that Bonhoeffer knew intimately by his experience that which our Lord and Master said to His Disciples and to all whom He gathered about Him that day – even to us – 
’Whosoever will come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me.  For whosoever will save his life will lose it; but whosoever shall lose his life for My sake and the Gospel’s, shall save it.  For what shall it profit a man if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?  Or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?  Whosoever, therefore, shall be ashamed of Me and of My words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him also shall the Son of Man be ashamed when He cometh in the glory of His Father with the holy angels.’

There can be little doubt that there are countless saints, martyrs, and confessors who line the walls of our churches and our iconostases who have known with equal intimate knowledge the true reality of our Lord’s words by sharing with Him in His Great and Holy Passion of the Cross.
	The Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ is at the very heart of the Church and it expresses with its simple symbol all that the Christian life is from womb to tomb.  We are marked with the Cross in Baptism and deputized to bear it with our Lord.  We sign ourselves with it again and again and we venerate with kisses as we approach the priest at the end of our services.  The Cross is like a rose bush: beautiful but thorny, and so for us to heed the words of our Lord and Master involves making a conscious decision to deny self, take it up, and follow in the footsteps of Jesus (1 Pe. 2:21-25).
	But, although we have heard these words and this call over and over throughout our baptized lives, the danger is that we become anesthetized to the punch of what Jesus is asking of us.  Indeed, it wasn’t lost on the Chief Apostle Peter who previously had championed our Lord with his great confession in Caesarea Philippi just verses before when he trumpets in response to Jesus’ question, “’But who say ye that I AM?,’”  “’Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God’” (Mt. 16:16; Mk. 8:29).  Indeed, Peter reacts sharply to his Master’s prophesied sufferings and death, rebuking Him in the sight of all.  It is Jesus, if you recall, Who then rebukes His rightfully shocked Disciple, setting him straight that his denial of the Cross was the work of the devil and that only those who savored the things of God could understand that which is of God (Mk. 8:31-33).  Beloved, the way of the Cross for both the Son of God and the sons of God through Baptism is of God, a stumbling block and foolishness to those who are perishing, the martyr St. Paul proclaims, “but unto us who are [being] saved, it is the power [and the wisdom] of God” (1 Cr. 1:18, 24).  
	The Holy Cross, beloved, puts our lives and this old world in proper perspective.  And, if that doesn’t startle us, if that doesn’t cause us a gut reaction, then we’re not paying attention – we’ve de-thorned the Cross!  For, “When Jesus bids a man, He bids him come and die.”  This is exactly what St. Paul is getting at when he writes in his Epistle, “I am crucified with Christ, nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me.  And the life which I now live in the flesh, I live by the faith of the Son of God, Who loved me and gave Himself for me” (Ga. 2:16-20).  Everything in me which is not God-pleasing, which does not gleam with the glory of God’s righteous and holy Kingdom, must die, including my will if it is not aligned with God’s will (Mt. 26:39, 42; Mk. 14:36; Lk. 22:41).  For the only thing that matters is “’to be about [our] Father’s business’” which was the very focus and concentration of our Lord and Master, doing the will of God on earth as it is in Heaven (Lk. 2:49; Jn. 4:34; 5:30; 38; 7:17; Hb. 10:7, Our Father)!
There is this fear, however, perpetuated by the world’s longstanding pursuit of self-fulfillment that if I surrender my self to Jesus Christ as King and God (as we do in Baptism), then somehow I will disappear, be disparaged, and be lost and unfulfilled.  But, the saints of all ages testify differently, that it is in losing ones self to Christ and His Kingdom and Gospel that we find our self as we have been truly and profoundly created by God – in His image and likeness!  The holy and glorious Forerunner and Baptist John rightly voiced this truth when he said in the light of the Holy Cross, “’He [Christ God] must increase, but I must decrease’” (Jn. 3:30).  What we discover is though we die, yet shall we live because Jesus Christ is not only our death but He is the Resurrection and the Life, even as He proclaims to the bereaved sister of Lazarus (Jn. 11:25-26; Rm. 6:1-11)!  Crucified with Christ, He arises in us to live so that the life we now live in this body is lived “by the faith of the Son of God, Who loved [us] and gave Himself for [us]” (Ga. 2:16-20).
Beloved, where is the Holy Cross leading you?  Just what is the crucified Jesus calling you to do that seems so hard and beyond your ability to do, yet you know means life?  Is it worth the loss of your soul if you do not follow where He leads?  Beloved, lest we despair, the Fathers assure us (since they themselves have trod this path before us) that, though the way of the Cross appears “hard and painful, . . . what [Jesus] commands is neither hard nor painful when He Himself helps us in such a way so that the very thing He requires may be accomplished. . . . For whatever seems hard in what is enjoined, love makes easy” (St. Augustine).  For He Who bids us, beloved, come and die with Him by denying self, taking up His Cross, and following after Him, is He not also the same One Who bids, 
’Come unto Me all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take My yoke upon you and learn of Me, for I AM meek and lowly in heart, and ye shall find rest unto your souls.  For My yoke is easy, and My burden is light’ (Mt. 11:28-30)?

The Cross He bids us take up, He Himself helps us to carry!
	Through the prayers of our holy Fathers, O Lord Jesus Christ our God, have mercy on us and save us.  Amen.
	Glory to Jesus Christ!  Glory forever! 
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