Impact
Bring faith to life. Find life in faith.

September marks a transition time for most of us. Vacations are over. Those with children return to the routines of school,
sports, and activities. We anticipate autumn and get outside as often as we can before winter arrives. The liturgical year is in
transition, too. We concluded the Easter season in the late spring, and spent the Sundays of summer hearing of Jesus’
miracles and interactions with his early followers. We reflected on Christ’s identity as the living bread of life and recognized
the abundance of God’s grace and goodness in our lives. Now, in the autumn weeks of Ordinary Time, we encounter some
of the most essential and challenging of Jesus’ teachings, and hear to the call to take Jesus’ way of life to heart: “Whoever
wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it,
but whoever loses his life for my sake and that of the gospel will save it.” (MK 8:27-35)

Deny yourself
What does it mean to deny oneself?
Are we called to forsake who we are
in order to follow the Lord? When
we read the context of this teaching,
this is not the sort of denial Jesus
has in mind. Quite the opposite, in
fact. Jesus had predicted his
passion, death, and resurrection.
Peter, who had just proclaimed faith
in Jesus as the Messiah, rebuked
Jesus, which prompted the teaching.
Jesus had spoken the truth of who
he is and what his mission would
entail. When he tells us to deny
ourselves, he is asking us to put
aside anything that will prevent us
from living our true mission as a
child of God and follower of Jesus.
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Take up
your cross

Follow
Jesus

In anticipating his passion and
crucifixion, Jesus demonstrated his
acceptance of the cross as the
consequence of living his mission.
Jesus tells us to take up our crosses
— the trials, suffering, and challenges
that we face in daily life, particularly
the demands we face as a
consequence of living as his
disciples in the world. When we are
tempted to take the easy way out,
give in to selfish and self-centered
tendencies, and turn away from
those who need love, care, and
compassion, we may rely on God’s
grace and the power of the Holy
Spirit to strengthen us to live our
mission as Christ’s people.

We are always works in progress
where it comes to following Jesus.
As we know from the gospels, the
apostles did not always get it right.
They sometimes failed to
understand Jesus’ actions and
teaching, and at times missed the
mark in what they said and did (see
page 2 for an example). Jesus did
not walk away from them, and
remains with us, always present as
we live and grow as his disciples. We
are called to journey with the Lord,
opening our minds, hearts, and lives
to him. As disciples, we are to carry
out his mission, giving of ourselves
and our resources and sharing his
love in the world.
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Imagine yourself walking with Jesus and the disciples. Jesus has just told
them that he will be handed over to those who would kill him, and that
three days after his death, he will rise. The disciples did not understand
him, and did not know how to ask what he meant. They drop back a bit,
following Jesus, and talking among themselves. Rather than discussing his
confusing words, however, they begin to banter back and forth about who
among them is the greatest.
Wait, you might think. They’re missing the point! They were physically
following Jesus, walking just behind him on the road. But they were far
from following his way, the way of mercy, forgiveness, and love. When they
arrived at the house in Capernaum, Jesus asked what they were arguing
about. Their silence was telling. In that moment, they knew they had
strayed, even though they were so close in proximity to him.
Jesus’ response rings in our ears, as it must have those who heard him that
day: “If anyone wishes to be first, he
shall be the last of all and the servant
of all.” In reflecting on what Jesus
taught, Saint James realized that we
must be “be doers of the word and not
hearers only.” James knew that we
have a tendency to remain complacent
and inactive, telling ourselves in our
heads that we are people of faith, but
not allowing Jesus’ call to love and

If anyone wishes
to be first, he
shall be the last
of all and the
servant of all.

service to have an impact on our lives.
Every day provides an opportunity to serve another, often simply and
quietly with little notice by the people around us. Saint James tells us that
if we do not take these opportunities and act on them, we delude
ourselves into thinking we are Christians, yet we fail to do as Jesus
commands. Our actions must reflect our faith and be a response to Christ’s
call. For some of us, being the “last of all and the servant of all” comes
naturally easily; for many, such living is a real challenge.
In what ways do Jesus’ command and James’ wisdom provide direction,
encouragement, and challenge for you at this time in your life?

Impact this month
Reflect on your life. How do you deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Jesus?

How may you be called to stretch yourself in order to grow as a disciple who is the “last of all and the servant of all”?

What recent experiences come to mind in which you had opportunities to “do” the word, in which faith directed your actions?
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