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There was once a college student who rarely attended a class. On the day of the 

exam, she arrived late. She collected a test paper, sat down, and began to write furiously.

As the deadline approached, other students began to hand in their papers and leave the 

room, but she was not finished.

Finally, time was up. “Any exams not on my desk in the next two minutes will 

receive a failing grade,” announced the professor. Two minutes passed, and the student, 

now alone in the room with the professor, was still not finished. He shrugged, and began

to pack up. The student jumped up and ran over to the desk, but he held up his hand. 

“No, I’m sorry, you’re too late,” he said.

She threw back her shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Do you know who I 

am?” she demanded.

He raised an eyebrow. “No, I don’t.”

“Good!” she responded, and thrust her paper deep into the pile.

...
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 “Do you know who I am?!” is usually a power move. If you recognize my 

authority then I can use it to get what I want. But as this story – and our Gospel reading 

– suggest, sometimes anonymity is more beneficial.

“Do you know who I am?” Jesus asks his disciples.

“The people are saying John the Baptist, or Elijah, or a prophet,” they answer. In 

other words, one of the messengers of the good news of God’s saving activity.

“But who do you say that I am?”

“You are the Messiah,” Peter answers. You are, yourself, God’s saving act.

“Don’t tell anyone,” says Jesus.

Why not? Because, as it will quickly become clear, they don’t really understand 

who the Messiah is, and therefore, who Jesus is.

The Son of Man of whom Jesus speaks is a mysterious human figure in the Book of

Daniel. God will give him authority over all the nations when God intervenes in history 

at the end of time. He is a figure of power, but Jesus equates himself with the Son of 

Man and then says that he must undergo suffering and rejection, and be crucified. This 

isn’t the agenda Peter and the rest of the disciples thought they were signing on for. 

Peter objects, but Jesus shuts him down quickly. “If you want to be my follower,” he 

says, “you have to actually follow me: pick up your own cross, and follow me.”
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Too often, Christians act as if they’ve never read this passage. William Boykin,1 for

example, believes that when Jesus returns he’ll be a warrior king with an AR-15 rifle. 

People like Boykin emphasize the dynamic, confident, prophetic Jesus in the Bible who 

isn’t afraid to call people to account, chastise sinners, and even preach the violent 

overthrow of evil. In so doing they connect Jesus to images of God that likewise 

emphasize the power of God to punish, compel, save and correct.

Following this Jesus then both excuses and even requires from us an attitude that 

we have answers, that we are powerful and competent, and that we can should employ 

force to accomplish what we think is right. While assertiveness is healthy, men in 

particular are sometimes told that cracks in our facade of power, confidence and 

competence is unmanly and unChristian.

I don’t recognize this Jesus in our scripture reading today.

But we can also go too far in the other direction. “Take up your cross and follow 

me” is sometimes taken to mean that suffering is holy and desirable in itself, and that the

way of Christ is always to yield and defer to power and to evil. This attitude is 

particularly commended to women, Blacks, and others by those who wish to exploit 

them.

So, what does Jesus mean by “take up your cross” and saving your life by losing it?

1 The Huffington Post, “General ‘Jerry’ Boykin Says Gun-Toting Jesus Will Lead ‘Mighty Army’ During Second 
Coming,” February 20, 2014, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/general-boykin-gun-jesus_n_4826089
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Jesus is using an image they’re all familiar with. The Romans use crucifixion as a 

punishment for anyone who challenges the authority of the Roman empire, and as an act 

of terror to deter anyone from doing likewise. The condemned man is forced to carry the

crossbar through the crowds on the way to his own execution: to literally “take up his 

cross.” The onlookers are invited to identify with the Roman state, because the 

alternative is to invite your own crucifixion. The abuse sometimes hurled at the victim 

by the crowds might reflect their own relief that they have not joined him, and fear that 

they might do so.

But that is precisely the identification into which Jesus calls us: not into suffering 

for the sake of suffering, but into solidarity. If you are a disciple, if you truly know what 

Jesus is and what that means, then you know that the cross of Christ is solidarity with 

our own weakness, solidarity with all of those who are crucified with the world.

This is not a false solidarity. This is not play-acting. This is not a tactic. There are 

many conflicting views of God in the Bible, all of them with Old Testament links and 

justifications, but the most hopeful one, and the one that shows up most consistently in 

the stories of Jesus, is the God and the Jesus who genuinely can’t rescue Jesus from the 

cross and rescue us from our problems, if by rescuing we mean swooping down with 

legions of angels. The Jesus who carries the cross looks up and sees us in the crowd, and
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identifies with us; and a disciple is someone who looks back at Jesus and identifies with 

him: identifies to such an extent that we do likewise.

Neither is this a return to a weakness conflated with passivity. The Romans can 

crucify one man. The systems of power and control, the everyday cruelties we inflict on 

one another out of fear, can crucify one man. The Romans can crucify ten or a hundred 

men or women. We can save our lives by fading back into the crowd, but in so doing we 

lose ourselves, our potentials, and our truths. If instead we come forward and pick up 

our own crosses, we gain true and authentic lives even if we lose them to crucifixion. 

This may sound utopian but it has both spiritual and physical and political 

implications. Susan Neiman2 critiques the concept of allyship in political activism. 

Allyship is based upon a temporary alignment of interests: the Soviet Union and the 

United States were allies in World War 2. But an alliance is unstable and easy for those 

to destabilize. The alliance was showing cracks as early as 1946. But if we are in 

solidarity, I am standing beside you because I recognize our common humanity. I know 

you: I know that I am in you and you are in me, that your crucifixion is my crucifixion, 

and my salvation is your salvation. We are not alone. We are never alone. And when we 

realize that, when we pick up our crosses and a thousand, a hundred thousand, a million 

others do likewise, who may or may not even know the name of Jesus, we are a 

powerful force for the spiritual and political transformation of society.

2 Susan Neiman, Left is Not Woke (Hoboken, NJ: Polity Press, 2023).
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The cross of Christ is solidarity in our weakness, but God’s holding back his power 

is not a tactic or even a choice. God is not coercive power. God is the invitation to find a 

better way, to lay down both coercive power and meek submission and to take up and 

know who we really are. The cross of Christ is an invitation to deep spirituality, daring 

justice, and bold discipleship.
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