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It is hard to hear Jesus use the word hate. It’s hard to hear, because we know too 
much hate today. We live in a society in which hate is on the rise. The number of 
hate groups has risen each of the last four years, and today there are twice as many 
of them operating in Texas as there were in 2014.1 There is way too much hate out 
there, so hearing Jesus use the word hate makes us wince. But when Jesus uses the 
word hate, it’s not the hate of hate groups. He’s actually talking about loyalties 
and priorities. He’s talking about the things we hold onto and put first. And he 
wants to be clear that if we want to follow him, we must put the virtues and vision 
of the Kingdom of God ahead of everything else, whether it’s our job, our wealth, 
our leisure, and yes, even our families.  
 
Now this is a hard one. How can prioritizing our family be a bad thing? Isn’t one 
of the Ten Commandments to honor our mother and father? And shouldn’t 
parents love their kids and married people prioritize their spouses? Of course. But 
there’s a difference between loving or honoring someone and allowing that 
relationship to become the sole reason for your existence. That’s when we get into 
really dangerous territory as disciples, when we’ve made a person or a relationship 
the ultimate priority of our lives, surpassing even our life with God.  
 
The great C.S. Lewis has poignant example of this in his book The Great Divorce. 
The Great Divorce is Lewis’ imaginative allegory of the afterlife. In this vision 
there is no obstacle between heaven and hell; instead there is a bus from hell to 
heaven that you can board anytime you want. You would think that if everyone 
could go into heaven, then everyone would just walk straight in, right? But Lewis 
tells the stories of many different people who, for various reasons, refuse to go. 
One of the most heartbreaking is a mother who refuses to go to heaven unless the 
one who escorts her there is her son. She’s there, standing at the edge of heaven 
itself, and she won’t enter in because her son isn’t there to walk her across the 
threshold. She is promised that he will be there, that he is actually already in and 
waiting, but she remains obstinate. Her whole identity, her whole way of relating 
to the world was through her son. So total was her loyalty to him that it actually 
shrank heart’s ability to love God or anyone else. 
 
It is possible to hold onto the things of our lives – even good things like our 
families – so tightly that we are not free to hold onto God. That’s what Jesus is 
talking about when he uses the word “hate.” When we hold onto them, we are 

                                                        
1 https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Hate-groups-Texas-U-S-
Southern-Poverty-Law-Center-13637127.php 
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distracted from holding onto that which is eternal. And the way we hold onto that 
which is eternal, the way we hold onto God, Jesus says, is by carrying something 
particular: the cross. “Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be 
my disciple.”  
 
Jesus must have said this a lot, because a version of this statement appears in 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke. But I think we can easily misunderstand the nature of 
the choice Jesus is posing. It’s easy to think that Jesus is asking us to choose 
between carrying the cross, with all its burdens and hardships, or carrying nothing 
at all, and therefore enjoying a life of pleasure and ease. But the older I get, and the 
longer I try to follow Jesus, the more I’ve come to understand that this isn’t an 
invitation away from a life of happiness to a life of hardship. Jesus isn’t asking us 
to choose between carrying the cross or carrying nothing. Jesus knows that we are 
all carrying something in our lives — the question is: what? What are we holding 
on to as we make our way through the ups and downs of life? Our job? Our lovely 
home filled with nice things? Our savings accounts and 401Ks? Maybe even a 
specific person or relationship? Or something else, something eternal, the thing 
Jesus carried, the very key he used to open the door of eternity?  
 
I recently read The Road to Character by David Brooks, in which he reflects on the 
lives of some of the most impactful and significant people in modern history. Saints 
like Frances Perkins and Dorothy Day, and also other great historic figures like 
Dwight Eisenhower and A. Philip Randolph. What he found when he examined 
their lives is that the greatness of their lives was not derived from individual 
pursuit of personal fulfillment. They didn’t “chase their dreams” or “follow their 
joy” or live out any of those popular social media mantras. Instead of fixating on 
the question, what do I want from life, they lived in pursuit of the question, what 
does life want from me? What are my circumstances, and how am I able to 
respond with what I have? They understood that we don’t create our lives; we are 
summoned by life. 
 
This is, I believe, what Jesus is talking about when he calls us to carry our crosses. 
Our calling as his followers is not to seek out our happiness and contentment in 
hopes that we can find ourselves. Our calling is to respond to the world’s suffering 
by shouldering the crosses of servanthood and sacrifice, and in doing so, we’ll 
come to realize we are carrying the thing that opens the door to the abundant life 
of God.  
 
This is what guided a young woman named Katie Davis. Katie was an 18-year old 
girl from a wealthy family in Nashville who one day she found herself wondering if 
maybe Jesus really means what he says about taking up your cross and following 
him. So, she left her comfortable life and moved to a village in Uganda where she’d 
gone on a mission trip. Her goal was to serve one child at a time, but over time she 
became foster mother to nearly 20 orphans. She helped sponsor dozens of other 
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kids to school, and she developed a program that now feeds over 1,000 students 
every day. In her memoir, Kisses from Katie, she writes:  
 

Jesus wrecked my life. For as long as I could remember, I had 
everything this world says is important. In high school, I was class 
president, homecoming queen, top of my class. I dated cute boys and 
wore cute shoes and drove a cute sports car. I had wonderful, 
supportive parents who so desired my success that they would have 
paid for me to go to college anywhere my heart desired. But I loved 
Jesus. Slowly but surely I began to realize the truth: I had loved and 
admired and worshiped Jesus without doing what he said . . . I 
wanted to actually do what Jesus said to do.   
 
So I quit my life. I quit college; I quit cute designer clothes and my 
little yellow convertible; I quit my boyfriend. I no longer have all the 
things the world says are important. I do not have a retirement fund; 
I do not even have electricity some days. But I have everything I 
know is important. I have a joy and a peace that are unimaginable 
and can come only from a place better than this earth. I cannot 
fathom being happier. Jesus wrecked my life, shattered it to pieces, 
and put it back together more beautifully.2 

 
I admire the faith and courage of anyone who takes Jesus at his word and accepts 
his invitation to carry the cross in a courageous and dramatic way. The world 
desperately needs more Christians like Katie Davis. But cross-carrying doesn’t have 
to look like moving to Uganda and adopting orphans. Cross carrying is a way of 
life, and life is mostly comprised of small decisions and small choices and small 
moments. So here’s my invitation to you this week: every day, try to do at least one 
hard thing you don’t want to do: make the phone call you don’t want to make, 
because you know it will be awkward; offer that apology you’ve been postponing, 
because you know it will be humbling; tell someone the truth even though it will 
cost you; listen to someone who is hard for you to talk to, and resist the urge to 
argue; give something away that actually feels like a sacrifice. 
 
Our act of carrying the cross happens in all the small things as much as the big 
things, which ultimately add up to a truly faithful and meaningful life. Because 
whether or not we choose to carry the cross, we’re all going to carry something. So 
let’s choose to carry the only thing our Savior asks us to carry: the thing that will 
summon from us the full meaning of this hard and beautiful gift of life. 

                                                        
2 Clark, Beth; Davis, Katie J; Kisses from Katie (Simon and Schuster, Inc; Kindle Edition, 2011), 
Kindle Locations 211-212). 


