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“What We Bring to the Cross: Exclusion” 

Text: Mark 1:9-15 

 

Several years ago, some friends and I visited Robben Island, which is off the coast of Cape 

Town, South Africa.  The island is now a tourist spot, although it has served many purposes 

throughout the years.  Most notably, it was a prison for those who fought against apartheid.  

Nelson Mandela would serve 18 of his 27-year prison service there.  We visited his prison cell, 

spoke with former guards and prisoners and learned about some of the atrocities carried out 

there. 

 

On many days, the political prisoners endured the hard labor of breaking rocks in the lime 

quarry. The days spent under the hot sun and the reflection from the light reflecting off the white 

rocks permanently damaged Mandela’s eyesight and he had to wear sunglasses throughout his 

life.  Like the rocks they were breaking each day, the prison was intent upon breaking down their 

spirits.  But they found ways to support and encourage one another to endure hardship after 

hardship.   

 

Years later, after the prison was closed, Mandela and some of the other prisoners returned to the 

island for a reunion.  One of the things they did was return to the rock quarry to remember their 

difficult days there.   

 

Years after the prison was closed, Mandela and other prisoners returned to the island for a 

reunion.  Together they walked to the rock pits where they had labored so hard.  Mandela spoke 

to those present and then picked up a large rock.  Folks wondered what he was planning to do 

with this.  He carried that heavy rock to a place near the entrance and he dropped it there.  

Taking his cue, others former prisoners did the same.  They created a large pile of rocks that 

remains there to this day.  They purpose, Mandela would remark, was to leave behind the anger, 

the burden, the hurt rather than carrying it any longer.  As the old spiritual says, “they laid down 

their burden” and they didn’t pick it up again. 

 

This is going to be our theme for the Lenten sermons.  As we journey to the cross, we are going 

to invite you to bring something to the cross.  Bring your burdens.  Bring the weight that holds 

you down.  Bring the brokenness and set it there at the cross.  Leave it there and don’t pick it 

back up.  We will explore some of the things we might leave behind through the stories of Jesus’ 

ministry and teaching.  But even as we engage in these conversations, I hope you will find quiet 

time throughout the week to make this question deeply personal.  What do you need to leave 

behind at the cross? 

 



The lesson for this morning comes from the opening chapter of Mark’s gospel.  It is the starting 

point for Jesus’ ministry.  It is his baptism.  In those waters of baptism and in the voice that 

emerges from the waters he will learn an important lesson that he will carry throughout his life 

and ministry. 

 

As he is baptized, the gospel accounts say that the heavens were torn apart meaning that the veil 

between this world and the next was removed.  We often describe such moments with the 

modern term, “a thin place.”  One might describe such a place or such a moment as a slice of 

heaven on earth.  It feels holy, as if God is right there by your side.  Jesus has such a moment as 

he emerges from the waters of the Jordan River. 

 

Adding to that holy moment, a voice is heard from above saying, “You are my Son, the Beloved; 

with you I am well pleased.” 

 

I want to take a moment to dig into that statement.  Luke’s gospel records a similar statement, 

but Matthew’s account has the voice saying, “This is my Son, the Beloved.”  It seems very minor 

but it is an important distinction.  In Mark and Luke, the voice is speaking directly to Jesus.  In 

Matthew the voice is meant for the outside listeners.  Matthew’s account is telling others who 

Jesus is.  Mark and Luke is God speaking directly to Jesus. 

 

With that message in his mind, Jesus then goes into the wilderness where he has lots of time to 

reflect upon the meaning of this statement.  While the Jordan River may have been one of those 

thin places, the desert is the opposite.  This is a place of solitude, of loneliness, of isolation.  This 

is the place where one goes to get away from others.  Jesus will have plenty of time to think 

about that statement, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

 

One of the odd things about this is that Jesus hasn’t really done anything, at least nothing that is 

recorded in the scriptures.  And yet, he receives this affirmation that God is well pleased with 

him.  It makes me wonder whether we don’t spend a lot of time trying to earn what is already 

there.  Even before you did a thing this week, God loved you through and through.  Perhaps God 

was proud of choices that you made and actions you took, but even before you did anything God 

loved you.  It might do us well to imagine that as a starting point for our lives.   

 

There in the solitude of the desert Jesus had the opportunity to reflect upon what it meant to be 

God’s Son, the Beloved.  While we aren’t privy to his inner thoughts, based upon how he treats 

those around him when he leaves the desert, we might have an indication of what he discovered. 

 

The statement that he was God’s child, the Beloved, would have been a very personal statement.  

This is an identity that he could carry all his life.  When faced with the rejection of others, when 

encountering a difficult day, he could always return to that realization that he was a beloved 

child of God and that nothing could take that away from him. 

 

But while this was a very personal statement, I believe Jesus understood it to be a very general 

statement as well.  It was not his alone, but a reminder that everyone he met was a beloved child 

of God.  Everyone he met was loved by God.  That is why he could treat the Samaritans with 

such kindness when others despised them deeply.  That is why he could see a woman about to be 



stoned and have compassion upon her.  She was a beloved child of God.  That was why he could 

see all those who were marginalized, excluded, mistreated and see beyond the surface to 

recognize a common kinship with them.  These were God’s people.  These were fellow beloved 

children.  God rejoiced just as surely about them as God rejoiced at Jesus.  God loved them just 

as fully as God loved Jesus.  I believe this is what Jesus discovered in the desert as he reflected 

upon that baptismal statement.  And it impacted how he related to all people. 

 

Tony Campolo is a sociologist and a pastor.  Once while teaching a course on comparative 

religions, he asked his students what Jesus would have said to a prostitute.  A student raised his 

hand and responded, “Jesus never met a prostitute.”  Dr. Campolo began to leaf through his  

Bible to point out the places where Jesus in fact did meet a prostitute when again the student 

boldly said, “Jesus never met a prostitute.”  Campolo was about to cite scriptures to the student 

when his words sunk in.  Jesus never met a prostitute.  That’s right.  Human beings might judge 

by outward appearances, but Jesus looked deeper.  When he looked at the people he met, the first 

thing he saw was a beloved child of God.  That was his starting point.  It doesn’t mean that he 

ignored the many identities of that person.  He saw their brokenness, he saw how they were 

mistreated, he saw the injustices they encountered, but his starting point was their belovedness. 

 

What I believe Jesus left behind in the wilderness was the need to exclude others or treat people 

differently based upon any outward appearances.  This allowed him to make such bold 

statements as to forgive one another and to love one another.  There is no asterisk attached to 

these statements.  There are no clauses exempting any group of people.  As the bumper sticker 

says, “Love one another, no exceptions.” 

 

And that is what I believe we are called to leave behind.  It is easy to love the people who are 

kind to us.  It is easy to accept the people who think and act like us.  But Jesus didn’t just call us 

to take the easy path.  He called us to the difficult journey of discipleship.  That means loving 

people who are difficult to love, treating people with kindness not because they have been or 

ever will be kind to us.  By his example and his teaching, Jesus called us to the difficult task of 

loving and caring for all people, because each and every one of them, like each and every one of 

us, is a beloved child of God.   

 

Wendell Berry’s wonderful book, “Jayber Crow” tells the story of a man who becomes a barber 

in a small community.  Jayber is known by all who live there and becomes a quiet, respected 

leader.  But for all his kindness to the people of that town, there is one man he struggles with.  

Troy is arrogant, over-confident and he is making decisions that will have lasting negative 

impacts upon his family and community.  Despite his spirit of kindness, Jayber finds it a 

challenge to be around Troy. 

 

One day Troy came into the barber shop while many men were waiting there.  He looked at the 

television set showing American citizens protesting war.  Troy chimed in swearing as he spoke, 

saying that they ought to round up all those protestors and put them with the enemies and let 

them shoot one another.  He concluded by saying, “and then whoever killed who, it would all be 

to the good.”   

 



A silence filled the room.  No one dared to speak, leaving Troy’s hatefulness to fill the room.  

Jayber quietly stopped cutting hair, looked at Troy and said softly, “Love your enemies, bless 

them that curse you, do good to them that hate you.”  Troy snapped back, “Where did you hear 

that crap?”  And Jayber replied, “Jesus Christ.”  Troy has no response. 

 

What makes this such an incredibly powerful statement is what the author adds next.  He writes, 

“It would have been a great moment in the history of Christianity, except that I did not love 

Troy.” 

 

Jayber has been struck by his own words and found himself coming up short.  Troy’s hate was 

public for all to see and hear, but Jayber was aware of his own unseen shortcomings.  Jesus’ 

words challenged him to do what he was telling Troy to do.  Love all God’s children. 

 

Let me conclude with another of my favorite lines, this time from the small town priest in the 

movie, Chocolat.  The movie tells the story about a woman who opens a chocolate shop in a 

town at the beginning of Lent.  The chocolate becomes a symbol of temptation and decadence 

and townsfolk are told not to patronize her shop.  But they do and they delight in the goodness of 

the food.  They also learn that she has much to teach them. 

 

So on Easter morning, the young priest has witnessed the unkindness toward this woman and the 

ways in which it has impacted their town.  He has also seen the ways in which they have been 

unkind to one another.  So the priest steps into the pulpit and begins his Easter homily with these 

words.  He says,  

 

 “I’m not sure what the theme of my homily today ought to be.  Do I want to speak of the 

miracle of Lord’s divine transformation?  Not really, no.  I don’t want to talk about his divinity.  

I’d rather talk about his humanity, I mean, you know, how he lived his life, here on earth, his 

kindness, his tolerance…Listen, here’s what I think.  I think that we can’t go around measuring 

our goodness by what we don’t do.  By what we deny ourselves, what we resist and who we 

exclude.  I think we’ve got to measure our goodness by what we embrace, what we create and 

who we include.” 

 

As we make our way to the cross, I invite you to follow the difficult example of Jesus and let go 

of the need to exclude others.  Let go of the need to make ourselves feel better by putting others 

down.  Let go of the need to be stingy with our kindness and compassion.  And as we leave these 

things behind, may we open our hands to be more generous to one another, more loving to all 

God’s people, more caring without distinctions.  May God bless that difficult work within us all. 


