
“Take up your cross!”  What does it mean?
By Dr. Wesley H. Brown
As we approach Palm Sunday and the end of Lent, we often reflect upon one of Jesus’ challenges to serious discipleship, quoted in three Gospels: “Take up your cross, and follow me!”   But what did that mean then, and what does it mean today?
What could “Take up your cross” have meant to the disciples before Jesus’ death on a cross?   Most preaching on this expression I have heard tends to read back into Jesus’ challenge some element of his later sacrificial love and suffering on the cross, but is that a valid interpretation?
In my years in Jerusalem, we were constantly trying to put ourselves back into the context in which Scripture was written or lived, with the help of historical and archaeological sources. In the first century AD, as the Jesus movement got under way in Galilee, many Jews, who experienced the oppressive Roman military occupation, longed for a Messiah who would overthrow Roman rule.  Young revolutionaries who were attracted to messianic movements committed to using military force may well have heard this recruitment challenge: “Take up your cross and follow me!”  This is what John Howard Yoder suggests in The Politics of Jesus, (p.46) as he refers to S.G.F. Brandon’s book, Jesus and the Zealots (Manchester U.P., 1967), p. 24. 
But what would that have meant in that context?  Since the Romans crucified many people who dared join a revolutionary movement, the challenge to “take up your cross” would probably have meant: “Join our movement, but be ready to accept certain risks and changes in your life!  It could mean suffering and death.  If you join us and follow our Messiah, there are serious consequences!”
What if we were to issue that challenge today?  In California we do not face the risk of imminent suffering and death—but Christians do in many cultures and countries.  What serious consequences do believers face here if they join Messiah Jesus’ movement?  His movement--identified with the reign of God--is marked by many things: compassion for the weak, integrity (when deception and cheating are so broadly accepted), forgiveness, refusal to seek vengeance, commitment to justice for all people. That’s costly!  How about actively opposing racism and sexual exploitation?   Perhaps the Holy Spirit may lead you to put an emphasis on other marks of the Jesus movement found in the Gospels.   In your situation, what are the consequences of taking up the cross and following the Messiah Jesus?

