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TEXT: Mark 8:35 “For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for
my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” 
PURPOSE: To lift up the extraordinary spiritual benefits which arise from letting go of whatever we
think we need in order to open ourselves to the life Jesus wants us to share with him. 
______________________________________________________________________________

Two weeks ago, the Concord Monitor published a cartoon in which a woman
asks a man w hat he gave up for Lent.  You know the typical options: chocolate,
dessert, meat, smoking, alcohol.  But the man’s answer goes right to where we are
now– he says, “I already gave up everything for the pandemic.”  It is truly distressing
to realize that we started giving up for the pandemic during Lent of 2020, and here we
are, still pandemic-deprived, in Lent 2021.  

Because of the pandemic, we’ve given up casual relationships.  We’ve given up
seeing the bottom half of people’s faces.  We’ve given up hugging loved ones who
aren’t inside our ‘bubble’ or ‘pod’ or whatever you want to call our closest contacts. 
We’ve given up sitting with loved ones who are sick or dying.  We’ve given up
gathering for services which enable us to give thanks for loved ones who have died.   
As a church, we’ve given up being physically present in worship and meetings.  We’ve
given up serving dinners to guests in the Friendship House.  We gave up holding
Easter Egg hunts and our children’s Christmas Pageant.  No wonder some people have
concluded that avoiding getting sick with COVID-19 isn’t worth all this giving up.  

I don’t think the giving up we’ve done in the pandemic is what Jesus meant
when he warned that those who seek to save our lives will wind up losing our life.  We
would be wrong to distort his warning to mean that we shouldn’t do things to save
ourselves from getting sick because our efforts will wind up causing us to lose that
which makes living worthwhile.  But what about the flip side of Jesus’ teaching– that
those who lose our lives for his sake and for the sake of the gospel will save it? 
“Losing life for Jesus’ sake” was a real thing by the time Mark wrote his gospel. 
People were being persecuted because of their allegiance to Jesus.  

In this time of pandemic, front-line health care workers risk themselves for the
sake of people who are sick with the virus, and many of them have literally lost their
lives for the sake of others.  What is not at all clear is what life they have gained
because of the life they have lost.  Or maybe not.  Maybe the life they’ve gained is
clear.  What we know is that having a purpose for living, the knowledge that who we
are and what we do makes a difference for good, is a required component of any living
that is worthwhile.  I don’t want to speak for the health care workers who are risking
their lives for the sake of others.  But I suspect they know that they are blessed with
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assurance that their lives have real and lasting purpose.  Life in the time of pandemic
certainly presents us with useful examples of how we might lose our life by trying to
save it, and how we might save our life by being willing to lose it.  But how does this
hard teaching of Jesus apply to us, the people associated with the South Newbury
Union Church, people who aspire to follow the way of Jesus, inside of or apart from
the pandemic?  

In the season of Lent, we can expect that the emphasis is on how important it is
for our faith that we let go of our attachment to the life we make for ourselves, and that
we  take up our own crosses, whatever that means.  Lent, after all, has the reputation of
being the season of self-denial.  I don’t want to make light of Jesus’ call for us to take
up our cross, but I do want to explore this from the opposite direction: I want to focus
less on what we need to lose as on the life which we receive because we choose to lose
our life for Jesus’ sake, and for the sake of the gospel. 

Let me get at this using an illustration from the world of competitive sports,
about which I have no personal experience.  Right now, athletes all over the world are
training for the summer Olympics, even though they aren’t sure that they will even
happen, because of the uncertainties with which the pandemic has impacted
everything.  Those athletes have given up much for the chance to make it to the
Olympics.  I suspect that if they focus on the sacrifices they have to make, they are
likely at least to not fully invest in their training discipline.  They might even come to
the conclusion that the making their country’s team isn’t worth all the sacrifices they
have to make.  But if their focus is on what it will be like to compete at the Olympic
level, well, then they may even not think of their sacrifices as sacrifices.  

I think the same is true with what’s involved in following Jesus.  Focusing on
what we have to give up in order to become one of his disciples, doesn’t do a thing to
encourage our willingness to follow him.  But if we focus on the life we get, on the life
Jesus wants to share with us, we may not even notice what we’re sacrificing.  So what
is this life Jesus promised to those who lose their life for his sake?  

A little later on in Mark’s Gospel, he recounted what happened when a rich man
asked Jesus what he needed to do to inherit eternal life.  (Mark 10:17-31)  Jesus said
he needed to dispose of his wealth, which apparently was considerable, and pass the
proceeds along to people who are poor.  He couldn’t bring himself to do that, so, Mark
says, “he went away grieving.”  In the followup to the conversation with the rich man,
Peter asked, what about us?  “We have left everything and followed you.”  To which
Jesus answered, anyone who has given up family or possessions for my sake will
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receive a hundredfold in this life, and eternal life in the age to come.  Among his list of
the blessings of discipleship – the promise of a new family and new material
resources– Jesus also listed ‘persecutions’ among the blessings he promised his
followers.  

So the life we get includes a new family – our church family, or, more broadly,
the church family we call “the communion of saints,” followers of Jesus in every time,
all the way back to the beginning, and in every place.  That’s a lovely thought, but the
prospect of losing our old family, our given family is not a lovely thought.  There are
times and places where that loss is literally true, where new converts to Christianity
are shunned by their biological family.  And then there’s that business of persecution. 
Our Bible study has been exploring the book of the Acts of the Apostles, which tells
the story of the church in its infant years.  Over and over, the book insists that genuine
Christianity provokes opposition which often ends in the persecution of the people
who are sharing the gospel story.  And that’s not all: Acts recalls that the community
of believers grows following a persecution, and that the apostles “rejoiced that they
were considered worthy 
to suffer dishonor for the sake of [Jesus’] name.  (Acts 5:41)   I don’t know about you,
but Jesus’ response to Peter about the life we get when we follow him doesn’t sound
attractive enough to be worth what I’d have to give up to get it.  We could say, we get
heaven.  We get an unimaginably wonderful life after death.  Maybe that works for
some people; it’s never been much of a motivator for me.  I need some kind of benefit
in this Ili dfeo.  l ike belonging to that expanding family of faith.  I value being part of the
community which is this congregation.  I also like thinking of the great saints of our
faith as kinfolk.  I sort of like the assurance that any persecution which I might
experience carries with it the capacity to enrich faith and grow the fellowship.  But I
think there’s more to this life Jesus wants for us, much more.  So let me offer a few
characteristics of the life we get.

How would you like to be confident in the face of all the truly awful stuff going
on in the world?  That sounds like something worth having.  It turns out that holy
confidence is a characteristic of the life Jesus wants us to have.  How would you like
to be actively, usefully compassionate towards all the world’s brokenhearted people? 
That sounds attractive to me.  It turns out that generous compassion is a characteristic
of the life Jesus wants us to have.  How would you like to be content with what you
have, to have a light touch with regard to your material possessions?  That sounds
attractive to me.  It turns out that enjoying what we have and living simply are
characteristics of the life Jesus wants us to have.  How would you like to be filled with
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hope, even when forces seeking to shrivel hope appear to be prevailing?  That sounds
attractive to me.  It turns out uncompromising hope is a characteristic of the life Jesus
wants us to have.  How would you like the peace of God guarding your heart from
anything which would reduce its strength, and guarding your mind from anything
compromising its clarity?  That sounds mighty attractive to me.  It turns out the God’s
peace does stand guard around our hearts and our minds.  

I got started on this exercise of describing the life we get when we let go of the
life we attempt to make for ourselves,  and honestly, I found it hard to stop.  I will
leave the exercise with these characteristics: holy confidence in the face of disaster and
oppression; generous compassion in the face of wrenching need; contentment in a
toxic culture of unbridled consumption, uncompromising hope in the face of despair;
God’s peace keeping our hearts strong and our minds clear.  I’ll add one more,
actually, the most important one: we get Jesus.  We get a lively, intimate relationship
with God’s only begotten Son, whom God sent into the world to overcome all that
shrivels hope, all that distorts righteousness, all that appears to be capable of
separating us from God.   All good.  I can’t speak for you, but for me, this sounds like
a life worth living.  

But there’s still this nagging business of what we have to lose in order to gain
this amazing life.  Here’s what I have to say about that.  I don’t think Jesus is
expecting  us to sell all we have and give away the proceeds.  I don’t think Jesus is
expecting us to disconnect from our families.  That’s the stuff of cults.  What I think
Jesus wants if for us to recognize what Paul described as “the surpassing value of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”  (Philippians 3:8)  Jesus put it this way: “First, seek
God’s kingdom and God’s righteousness.  Then, all the rest of what we value will be
ours as well.”  (Matthew 6:33)  It’s not about totally tossing our old life.  It’s about
what comes first.  What comes first is our investment in the life Jesus wants to share
with us.  If we let anything else come first, that will hinder our access to the life he
wants for us.  

Lent at its best is not the season of self-denial.  At its best, Lent invites us to
examine our commitments, to take stock of what matters to us,  and consider what gets
in the way of our relationship with God.  Of course Lent reminds us that discipleship
comes with a cost.  But Lent also assures us that the joys of discipleship is worthy of
its costs.  The life Jesus wants us to live is a life of surpassing value – indeed, it is life
undaunted by sin or death.  It is resurrection life.  That’s where Lent is leading us. 
That’s the life we get when we choose to follow Jesus.  


