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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

Second Sunday in Lent; February 25th, 2018 

Mark 8:31-38 

“The Invitation of the Cross” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Years ago I spent a day in Cherry Log, Georgia at the Cherry 

Log Christian Church listening to Dr. Fred Craddock.  Dr. 

Craddock was teaching  a workshop entitled “Preaching the 

Cross of Christ.”  The workshop was held under the auspices of 

the then newly formed “Craddock Center,” so named by the 

people of Cherry Log Christian Church, and it was free!  Not 

only was the program free, they provided breakfast and lunch 

for all in attendance.  It was hardly a sacrifice to be there; a 

ninety minute drive over the mountain on a pretty day. 

 

Fred Craddock, the presenter, was at the time recently retired 

and quite popular; there was nothing in this for him financially 

and no one would fault him if he had decided to spend his 

retirement on his porch. But there he was –  all five foot four of 

him –  and he did not even sell his books! In fact, he was giving 

a number of his library books away to anyone who wanted them.  

I suppose Fred Craddock and all the people of the Craddock 

Center gave of themselves to put on this conference for me and 

the others who showed up; it was not free to them, but it was free 

to us, and I came home with this sermon. 

 

I took a few notes –  impressions of what Dr. Craddock was 

saying – and I reviewed those notes for this sermon  Don’t hold 

the late, great Dr. Craddock accountable for what you are about 

to hear. I’m not a great note taker.  Never have been.  When 
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and if I learn something it starts by me really listening and 

afterwards jotting down a few things.  I’ve been this way since 

college.  No one ever wanted to borrow my notes from class and 

for good reason... more blank paper than notes. Maybe, however, 

by the time we get to the end of this, your thinking on the 

meaning of the cross will be stimulated as mine was that day 

years ago.  If not, well, its probably my fault – or yours –  but 

not Fred Carddock’s. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Right out of the chute I was brought to attention by Dr. 

Craddock’s initial statement – “There are those who make too 

much of the cross.”  What do you mean, “There are those who 

make too much of the cross?” How could anyone make too much 

of the cross?  He went on to say that often people use the cross 

to justify violence, as an excuse for war, as an attitude toward 

people in pain needing to bear up under it without complaint. 

People use the image of the cross to say that violence can be 

redemptive, and the cross, then, becomes a cover for engaging 

our aggressions.  People can make too much of the cross. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Dr. Craddock also said that it is also possible to make too little of 

the cross.  The architect of one of the grand mega-churches in 

California brags about the fact that no cross is found in the 

building. “We don’t want any crosses on the church, either 

outside or inside.  None.  We don’t want anybody to think 

failure and weakness.  Why would we want a symbol of a man 

slumped dead on a cross after his few friends have gotten out of 

Dodge?  All that were left were a few women crying.  You talk 

about weakness. What does that do?”  I remembered a quotation 

from a Craddock sermon where he quotes Phillip Reiff at the 
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University of Chicago –  “Any church or any preacher who 

keeps preaching on the cross is not going to grow.  The preacher 

will not be a success and the church will not grow, because in 

our culture what we are interested in is success, not sacrifice” 

(The Cherry Log Sermons, page 79-80).  It is possible, 

Craddock says, to make too little of the cross. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Here is the overarching umbrella of what Fred Craddock was 

saying about the cross from a biblical standpoint –  the cross 

means different things to the different writers of the New 

Testament.  We tend to only hear Paul because the cross is so 

central to his understanding of the meaning of Jesus.  But Paul’s 

understanding of the cross, which is powerful and important, is 

not the only one in the Bible.   

 

For Paul, the cross is about bearing sins.  Jesus takes our sins 

upon himself that we might be made righteous through faith in 

him.  Jesus is the perfect Lamb sacrificed for sins.  Jesus is the 

scapegoat that bears the sins of humanity into the desert.  Jesus 

and his death on the cross for Paul is a bearing of the curse of 

human sinfulness.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Luke, however, talks more about repentance than any other New 

Testament writer.  The cross is not about Jesus bearing the sins 

of the world (as with Paul) –  there is no theory of atonement in 

Luke; rather, the cross represents what had to happen to Jesus 

because of what is said in the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms.  

For Luke, continuity with Judaism is very important.  Jesus 

suffers because prophets suffer.  Jesus suffers because anger and 

fear were projected upon him. Like a pumpkin on a post 
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receiving the arrows of our anger, Jesus received our violence.  

His righteousness and justice brought forth the dark passions of 

those around him.  The emphasis in Luke is the resurrection and 

ascension –  God’s “Yes”  to taking up the cross daily.  The 

cross, therefore, in Luke is a way of living day by day –  not a 

one time event of great sacrifice for the sins of the world. 

~~~~~~~~ 

For the gospel writer John, the cross is  the means by which 

Jesus gets back to God.  Jesus is always filled with glory.  His 

life and his death speak of Jesus’ oneness with God.  In John, 

Jesus is rarely troubled or agitated.  He is fully aware of what is 

happening and he is serene about it all.  The cross is where 

Jesus is lifted up and glorified, and when he is lifted up and 

glorified he will then send the Holy Spirit that will lead people 

into all truth.  The gift of the Holy Spirit is the grand good news 

of the cross –  after Jesus is lifted up to the Father he will send 

an even greater gift!  The blood of the cross is like the Passover 

Lamb that allows the people to be led into the promised land of 

liberation.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Fred Craddock advise to us was the preach the cross as it comes 

to us in the text we are using.  He advises us not to preach and 

think in one way about what the cross means, but to take our cue 

from the gospel writers from which we are preaching. (I was 

sitting there hoping he would talk about the cross in Mark.  He 

did not.  Like the professor he was, Dr. Craddock knew we 

would leave and go read Mark for the sermon that year.  He left 

us work to do.) 

~~~~~~~~ 

So, what is Mark’s understanding of the cross.  Jesus told the 
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disciples that he must undergo great suffering, and be rejected 

by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, 

and after three days rise again.  He said it openly.  Peter 

rebuked Jesus.  Jesus rebuked Peter –  Get behind me, Satan!  

For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human 

things...If any want to become my followers, let them deny 

themselves and take up their cross and follow me... 

 

For Mark, Jesus was very human.  He was truly tempted by 

Peter’s alluring suggestion that he avoid the cross.  Why else 

would Jesus have responded so strongly by calling his good 

friend Peter Satan.  Jesus was truly struggling with what it 

meant to live into his calling.  Unlike John where Jesus is 

always serene and fully aware of his oneness with God, Mark’s 

Jesus was tempted, he was agitated and distressed in the Garden 

of Gethsemane, he quoted from the cross Ps. 22 My God, my 

God why have you forsaken me. (Jesus quoted another psalm in 

John; I’ll leave that one for you to look up.  Not now!) At the 

very least we can say that for Mark, bearing the cross was hard.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Dr. Craddock told a story –  it was almost off-handed.  I bet he 

didn’t write it down in his notes.  The story stuck with me, and 

troubles me.  In a Greek class that Dr. Craddock was teaching 

there was a very good student.  The student’s assignment was to 

translate Romans 9 where Paul is speaking about his anguish 

over the Jews.  Paul said –  I have great sorrow and unceasing 

anguish in my heart.  For I could wish that I myself were 

accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my own people, 

my kindred according to the flesh.  Dr. Craddock said there was 

something troubling about the student’s presentation.  His 
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translation was perfect and smooth.  He got the words just right, 

but something was missing.  Dr. Craddock asked him to stay 

after class.  Dr. Craddock said –  “Tell me about that passage.  

You did a good job in translation, but tell me about it.”  The 

student said –  “Paul was not very professional.  You should 

not get so close to people you are serving because you lose your 

perspective.  Paul was unprofessional.” 

 

Years later Dr. Craddock was speaking somewhere, and he was 

staying in this student’s home. Craddock’s former student had 

gone into business and was very successful.  Dr. Craddock said 

he was very hospitable to him.  Later in the evening the man 

said –  “Well, I guess you’re going to ask me about that Greek 

class.”  Dr. Craddock said “No, I wasn’t going to ask.”  The 

man said –  “I couldn’t do it.  Too much is expected of 

ministers.  I couldn’t do it.  I couldn’t get that close to people.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

That story lingers in my head and heart.  Maybe what Mark is 

saying to us, what Jesus is saying to us, is that we are called to 

care.  We are called to have hearts that anguish over the 

broken-ness of humanity.  We are not to maintain a professional 

distance from the sins of the world; rather, we are called to lose 

ourselves in the serving of others.   

~~~~~~~~ 

It was no sacrifice for me to attend  

the continuing education event at the Craddock Center. 

It reminded me, however, that day by day  

people do make sacrifices for others.   

The day reminded me that sacrifices are, by definition, not easy. 

Part of me wants to avoid making sacrifices. 
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Jesus invites us to see that wholeness of life 

is gained by losing one’s life, day by day. 

Go figure.   

Amen. 


