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Proper 17 
Matthew 16:21-28 

 
Let's face it Americans, that is we, love our sports! The Olympic games 
attract millions of viewers. College football stadiums can seat in excess of 
100,000 screaming fans and the same is true for soccer in other countries. 
And do not let me started about high school sports. The TV schedule has 
more channels dedicated to sports than to any other single kind of 
entertainment, except maybe for movies.  
 
Parents chauffeur their children to multiple games of multiple sports in any 
given week, often letting their own work slide in order to be spectators to 
their children's prowess. A great number of college scholarships are for 
those gifted in sports. The list of proofs of our love of sports can go on and 
on. Perhaps part of our obsession rests in the sheer strength and endurance 
athletes exhibit. It seems as though they reach a physical and emotional 
limit, then regularly exceed that limit. Going beyond the limits of the 
ordinary is what makes champions. 
 
Most of us experience limits in our lives; if not in sports, then in other areas. 
But perhaps the one thing most of us face, that pushes us to our limit is 
human suffering – whether physical, emotional, or spiritual. Suffering is 
something we simply cannot avoid, because it takes us beyond the limits of 
human resilience, the threshold of pain, or our emotional self-control and 
stability. People sometimes rationalize suffering as something-gone-wrong, 
as the absence of God, or as being punished by God. 
 
In light of the cross and resurrection, however, suffering can become a more 
intense experience of God's presence and God's promise. This Sunday's 
gospel starkly tells us that the only way to life is through death, through 
suffering. Regardless of Peter's good intentions to protect Jesus, Jesus turns 
Peter's objection to suffering, into the profound meaning of virtually 
everything Jesus is about, caught in a few pithy sayings. Jesus followers must 
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deny themselves and take up their cross. The followers must let go of their 
life, that is self-will, human responses, human way of thinking, in order to 
find life, unless one dies, one cannot rise. 
 
Jesus reveals to the disciples what awaits – death, but also resurrection. If 
we want to go where Jesus ultimately went – to glory – there is only one 
road: to Jerusalem where death awaits. The human response is to recoil, just 
like Peter. The divine call is to take up the cross. Jesus does not expect of us 
any suffering that Jesus has not endured. Jesus shares with us the glory. This 
is truly good news indeed! 
 
Let me see if I can put this, all of this another way. One is not a Christian only 
because he, she, they, or them, claims to be one. There is no mistaking 
Jesus's point in today's gospel. Jesus said, “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 
The cross we are asked to take up is not easy. The cross represents a value 
system that runs counter to our own. It compels us to make choices we 
would rather not make or opt for. For example, the words we choose to use 
with and at each other, either in person or on social media. The life of the 
true disciple of Christ is one of generous, selfless, and sacrificial service to 
others in order to bring the joy, hope, and love of the resurrection into our 
lives and the lives of those around us. 
 
Let me perfectly clear. Christ calls each one of us to let go of our own needs 
and wants in order to bring God's grace into our lives and into the lives of 
those around us. On page 305, in the Book of Common Prayer, in our 
Baptismal Covenant, we are asked a myriad of questions. The last three are 
the following: Will you proclaim by word and example the Good News of 
God in Christ? Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving your 
neighbor as yourself? Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, 
and respect the dignity of every human being? We answer all three of these 
questions with, I will, with God's help. 
 



3 

If you, if we, believe what we profess and confess with our mouths, but 
more so with our hearts, using the Baptismal Covenant as the foundation of 
what we believe, we cannot hate another and say those words. We cannot 
post hateful words or memes on Facebook or any other social media, and 
say those words. We cannot speak ill of others and have contempt in our 
hearts, and say those words. We cannot allow ourselves to be convinced 
that those things that divide us are more powerful than the things that bring 
and bind us together. 
 


