Twenty-Second Sunday Per Annum (A)
August 31, 2014.

If anyone wants to become my disciple, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me (Mr. 16:24).

As we continue our reading of St. Matthew’s Gospel and enter more fully into the Mystery of our
Lord’s identity and mission as Messiah, we learn in today’s Gospel passage that if we wish to follow
Jesus we must do so on His terms, not ours; no matter how well-intentioned we may consider
ourselves to be. Surely, this is the case with St. Peter who rebukes our Lord who had begun 7 show
his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering...and be killed and on the third day be raised
(Mz. 16:21). In turn, Peter is himself rebuked with rather strong words: Gez behind me, Satan! You are a
stumbling block to me; for you are thinking not as God does, but as humans do! (M. 16:23). Evidently, there can
be no authentic Christian discipleship without the embrace of the Cross for the Cross and all that it
implies is at the heart of the Christian faith. There are, it would seem from what our Lord says to
Peter, two ways to approach this mystery: as God does and as humans do.

We who profess our faith in the Crucified Christ acknowledge Him to be the power and the wisdom of
God (1Cor. 1:23). As such, our Lord’s Cross and to some extent, our own crosses are the means by
which we come to know God and to experience His power at work in and through us. In the
embrace of the Cross we come to know the true nature of God in whose image and likeness we are
created. Indeed, the violent death of our Lord on the Cross is a revelation of the nature of God
whose Trinitarian life is essentially self-surrender and love. The human person created in God’s own
image and likeness is formed in the shape of a cross. It seems fitting that the Cross should
unambiguously communicate the means to our self-fulfillment, self-giving love. If anyone wants to
become my disciple, let hin deny himself and take up bis cross and follow me.

If the Cross is indeed the revelation of God’s very nature, then the Cross is the key to understanding
all reality. Blessed John Henry Newman spoke of the Cross as the measure of the world. I #he Cross
and in Him who bung upon it, all things meet, all things subserve it, all things need it. 1t is their centre and their
interpretation. For He was lifted upon it, that He might draw all things unto Him. (The Cross of Christ the Measure
of the World, Parochial and Plain Sermons). In light of these words it is very clear why the Church engages in
missionary work. We preach Christ Crucified, #he power of God and the wisdom of God so that all people
may come to know and to understand themselves in the light of God’s truth for #he Cross is the way
which leads from earth to beaven. Those who embrace it with faith, love and hope are taken up, right up into the heart
of the Trinity (St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross, The Science of the Cross).

If anyone wants to become my disciple, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. The self-denial
that our Lord speaks of confronts the self-love and selfishness that can easily lead us to think #o# as
God does but as humans do. This is why we must never think of a Cross-less Christianity as anything but
satanic; for this is what our Lord Himself calls it. At some point in life we all confront the Mystery
of the Cross in a manner that is very personal and perhaps known by God alone. The power of this
Mystery is such that even the worst of situations can become occasions of growth and grace.



I would like to share with you a story; that your faith in the power of the Cross may strengthen you
in the embrace of your own crosses. Twelve years ago on the Feast of our Lady’s Assumption,
August 15" T performed an emergency Baptism of a beautiful baby boy in the delivery room of a
hospital. Baby Zechariah’s parents had been told early in the pregnancy that the baby’s brain was
essentially underdeveloped and that he would not survive hours beyond his birth. His parents came
to see me well before the scheduled birth date and asked if I would be present so that the baby
could be baptized. In the course of our conversations they also told me of how they had been
advised to terminate the pregnancy so that they might spare themselves so much pain; but they
steadfastly withstood this pressure. They told me that this baby would be as much a part of their
family as their other children. As soon as he was baptized, baby Zechariah was given to his mother.
She held him and she cried as she looked at him as only a mother can. A few days later, on a
beautiful summer day, we buried him. He was buried in a cemetery close to their home so that when
the parents went for a walk with their other children they would be able to visit their baby brother. I
share this story with you because this family’s yes to life, their yes to suffering and to the Cross is
what builds up the Civilization of Love where the love of God and love of neighbour are carried even
to the point of contempt for self (St. Augustine, De Cir. Dei, X1V, 28). This is what it means to think and to live
as God does. St. Augustine observed that all history is a struggle between two loves: the love of self to
the point of despising God; and the love of God to the point of despising oneself in martyrdom.
This martyrdom is not always accompanied by the violent loss of life. Indeed, most often it implies
quite simply heeding our Lord’s admonition and carrying our cross in union with Him. If anyone wants
to become my disciple, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. This is the path that baby
Zechariah’s parents followed.

Christus vincit, regnat, imperat; ab omni malo plebem suam defendat. Christ conquers, He reigns, He commands.
May he defend His people from all evil. These words are inscribed on the base of the obelisk which stands
in the centre of St. Peter’s Square in Rome. Pope Sixtus V had these words engraved at the base of a
monument that once stood in a Roman circus where many ancient Martyrs gave witness to Christ
our Lord by the shedding of their blood. These consoling words are in the present tense to indicate
that our Lord’s triumph and His command is always actual, present. We have said yes to our Lord’s
invitation and our presence at the celebration of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass is an affirmation of
our assent here and now. His triumph is brought about in and by the Eucharist, the Sacrament of
the Cross. May the embrace of the Cross help us to help one another along the path of devout
discipleship, and may the Eucharist, the food of our journey, our viaticum, confer on us always the

blessing of salvation; that what it celebrates in mystery it may accomplish in power (Prayer over the Offerings, Twenty-
First Sunday Per Annum, The Roman Missal).



