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Take up your cross, lose control, gain your freedom – Homily for 
Second Sunday of Lent 
  
Genesis 17.1–7,15,16 
Romans 4.13–25 
Mark 8.31–38 
 
It is important for us to feel like we are in control. It gives us the 

confidence essential for the ordinary tasks that make us flourish. 

As a culture, we rightly support the right of people to be in control 

of their lives, free from interference or injustice. We have all 

become aware of how precious this is in recent times, as 

uncertainty and suffering have loomed large. In the face of crisis, 

we have had to focus on those things we do have control over: the 

daily routines of existence, the small joys within our reach. These 

are surprisingly sturdy life-rafts amid turbulent waters. Yet there 

remains much we cannot control, not least the suffering that is 

part of our human condition. Our Gospel today confronts us with 

this in startling terms. 

‘Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine 

things but on human things.’ These are some of the most shocking 

words we hear Jesus say in the gospels. And to Peter, the future 

leader of the apostles, no less. Jesus rebukes Peter just after Peter 

has himself rebuked Jesus for saying he must suffer, be rejected 
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and killed. However well-meant, Peter’s brazen attempt to control 

Jesus is at cross-purposes with the Gospel. 

‘Get behind me, Satan’ is a stinging rebuke administered with 

instant precision. Jesus exposes what lies behind Peter’s attempt 

to take control. His pride has led him to place confidence in 

himself over God. But this reveals only a lack of trust in God. 

Indeed, Peter's ability to take in Jesus’ words is hampered by his 

controlling mindset. He barely registers that Jesus says not only 

will he suffer, be rejected and killed, but also that he will rise again 

after three days.  

As Jesus implies in the Gospel, Peter’s attitude reveals he is 

ashamed of God. He is ashamed of what God does in the person 

of Jesus: ashamed that God would give up control to take on our 

wounded humanity. The very thought of it exposes Peter’s own 

fragility and how much he needs God to be in control so that he 

does not have to face his own lack of control. How much more 

appealing is the image of a God that comes in overwhelming 

power to wipe away all suffering. Who wants a God who becomes 

human, suffers, is rejected, and dies? Even if there is a 

resurrection, surely not like this. Surely there is a less shameful 

way? 
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This is all explored with penetrating insight by the Russian novelist 

Fyodor Dostoevsky in a poem called the Grand Inquisitor which is 

written by Ivan, one the protagonists in Dostoevsky’s great novel 

the Brothers Karamazov. In the poem, Ivan imagines Christ returns 

to earth during the period of the Spanish Inquisition. Jesus is 

quickly imprisoned and sentenced to death. While in prison, Jesus 

is confronted by the Grand Inquisitor. He accuses Jesus of giving 

human beings and our freedom too much value. By contrast, the 

Inquisitor sees our weaknesses in an entirely negative light. He 

castigates Jesus for not taking control but giving us the freedom 

to choose to follow Jesus’ way of suffering love. Such freedom 

only increases suffering, suffering which only came about in the 

first place because of the reckless gift of freedom. Jesus' way of 

freedom leaves us stranded. Accordingly, the Inquisitor explains, 

the church has had to take over for the good of all. To provide 

stability, certainty, comfort, forgiveness, the basics of life. The 

only cost is freedom. But, to quote the Inquisitor, ‘they will be glad 

to believe our answer, for it will save them from the great anxiety 

and terrible agony they endure at present in making a free 

decision for themselves.’ The Inquisitor is under no illusions. In the 

end, he states solemnly, the church has had to side with the devil 

in Christ’s name, for the good of humanity. 
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Dostoevsky’s poem gives a stark, almost dystopian, explanation 

for why Jesus accuses Peter of being Satan when Peter denies the 

way of cross and resurrection. This is to not only to lose faith in 

God but to lose faith in the true depth of being human. Few of us, 

of course, have the same desire for despotic control as the Grand 

Inquisitor. And, few of us seek the level of subservience he claims 

we do so that others can take difficult decisions for us. But, 

nevertheless, whenever we seek to control others or allow who 

we are to be controlled by them, we put their dignity and ours at 

risk. This is to set our minds not on divine but human things. 

In the face of all this, Jesus in today’s Gospel calls us back to the 

heart of our faith, our dignity, our freedom: ‘If any want to 

become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 

cross and follow me.’ To follow Christ, is neither to want to seek 

to control or to be controlled. It is to discover that setting our 

minds on divine things means to enter more deeply into the 

freedom of our humanity which finds its true source in God who 

alone overcomes suffering. Peter’s error is not only that he would 

deny Jesus a resurrection won via suffering and humiliation. Peter 

would also deny the power of the resurrection to us who suffer 

and die and so cut us off from the source of true freedom. As the 

future leader of Christ’s apostles, he still has much to learn. 
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The way of the cross is not about suffering for the sake of it. Nor 

is it about clawing back control through impossible self-denial. 

Rather, it is to be called out of ourselves in order to become the 

person God calls to be alongside others. This challenges any facile 

notion of freedom. Freedom is not simply about control or choice 

between equally valid options that are finally powerless against all 

that savages our humanity. Rather, by inviting us to follow him, 

Jesus leads us out of the illusion of control, and beyond the 

paralyzing fear of suffering, by paradoxically binding us more 

closely to his life, just as he is bound to the Father in the Spirit in 

the freedom of love. What Peter, the Grand Inquisitor, and Satan 

cannot stand is that true freedom is a matter of gift beyond our 

control, received in dependence on God, and shared with others 

in lament and thanksgiving. This is to follow Abraham our father 

in faith. It is to go out from our places of control. It is to let go in 

trust. It is to push out on the sturdy raft of faith into the deep 

waters of love that flow from Cross and Eucharist and irrigate all 

the small acts of our lives, making them truly life-saving gifts of 

freedom in a world spinning out of control. 


