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Today, we venerate the Cross of our Lord, God and Savior Jesus 

Christ. Why do we venerate this terrible thing and hold it in such 

high regard? The cross is a horrifying and gruesome instrument of 

torture and death. It isn’t the cross itself that we venerate, but the 

One who hung upon it for our salvation.  We venerate and honor 

the cross because it is Christ’s Cross. And yet, it is not His alone.   

If a man wishes to come after me, he must deny his very self, 
take up his cross, and follow in my footsteps (Mk 8:34).   

 
We venerate the cross because, in and through His cross, He has 

fashioned the way of our salvation. If we wish to come after Him, 

we must follow this way.  But what exactly does it mean for anyone 

of us to deny our very selves? If self-denial, for us, is not made of 

wood and nails, what, then, is the cross that we must pick up and 

carry? 

When we think of denying ourselves, we often think of fasting 

or similar practices of giving something up.  This is not incorrect, of 

course; fasting, and giving up similar things are, indeed, forms of 

self-denial. We refuse ourselves something good, to detach 

ourselves from things. The purpose of this is to develop the virtue of 

temperance, which is self-control. There is no avoiding sin and there 

is no attaining holiness of life without self-control.  The practice of 

self-denial, such as fasting, can also serve as an act of penance and 

reparation for our sins when it is united to our Lord’s cross.  

In this Scripture passage about self-denial, however, the Greek 

pronoun, ἑαυτοῦ, meaning, “his self” is reflexive, it refers back to 

the subject. In other words, the object of denial here is not about 

what is given up, such as food, clothes, entertainment, but a 

decision to give up one’s very self.  At the center of this decision is 

an act of our will. 

In the Gospel of John, Jesus declares,  

For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but 
the will of Him who sent me (John 6:38).  

This characterized our Lord’s entire life on earth.  And it culminated 

in our Lord picking up a cross of wood, and making His way to 

Calvary where He was crucified for us. 

[On the night of His betrayal, our Divine Savior] fell on his face 
and prayed, ‘My Father, if it be possible, let this chalice pass 
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from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.’ (Matt. 
26:39). 

Some may think that God the Father is cruel. They may ask, 

“Why should anyone submit to something like this?”  Such 

individuals suppose that anyone who gives up his own will is simply 

weak. But they fail to recognize that the sacrifice of Jesus’ life was 

an act of supreme love by which he brought about the salvation of 

the world.  

Are we not moved by stories of heroic love and self-sacrifice? 

Do we not admire the person who has the courage to give up his life 

for another?  Does not our Lord say, “There is no greater love than 

this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:15)?  And so, 

there is a reason, then, to deny ourselves, to say, in union with 

Jesus, “Not my will, but your will be done”. This is not weakness, but 

real love and heroic courage for the sake of what is true and good. 

This is what it means to deny one’s very self. 

Now, consider the opposite of self-denial, which is to be 

self-willed.  The ultimate value for the self-willed individual is his 

own autonomy, to do whatever he wants. This has a great deal to 

do with the escalating conflicts in our society.  If our will is superior 

to the truth, and to moral goodness, then everything comes down 

to a battle for power. Nothing remains but a contest of wills, of 

individuals struggling to assert themselves over each other.  Pick 

any one of the significant issues of our day, and you will find that 

most often, if not always, that individual wants reign supreme over 

the true and the good.  

Denying one’s self is about seeking truth and goodness, and 

when we find it, submitting ourselves, surrendering our will to it.  

The self-willed person rebels against truth and goodness.  Truth and 

goodness are an imposition on his personal freedom. “No one is 

going to tell me what to do!”  Oh, there is the more indirect 

approach for those who dislike any sort of conflict.  When clearly 

presented with the truth such persons may say, “Well, that is true 

for you, but not for me.” The only moral absolute, the only moral 
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truth for such individuals, is themselves, their own, self-centered 

will. 

Those who seek what is true and good, who speak it, and 

strive to do it, to live it, must deny themselves, must deny their own 

will.  This inevitably leads them to the cross, just as it led Jesus to 

the cross (John 15:18). Our Lord says,  

You will be hated by everyone on account of my name, but the 
one who perseveres to the end will be saved. 

 
Denying ourselves, then, is to put what is true and good 

before what we want, before our own will.  We should not forget; 

however, that God wills only that which is true and good.  He is 

infinitely good, and the source of all truth and goodness.  We are 

not, of course, always opposed to what is true and good.  It’s just 

that our will, what we want, is not the measure of what is true and 

good.  As we grow in holiness, our will becomes more and more in 

union with God’s will. As we become more and more perfected, we 

come to want what He wants. Again, what He wants is always and 

only what is true and good.  Holy men and women are those who 

have advanced in their spiritual life such that they have the mind 

and heart of Christ, who came to earth do the Father’s will.   

Nevertheless, all of us, sinners and saints alike, still face the cross in 

this life, and for three reasons, which Scripture refers to as the 

world, the flesh and the devil. 

The first reason, “the world”, refers to a disordered desire 

or sinful use of things, such as the misuse of materials goods and 

money, the abuse of pleasure, an obsession with attaining prestige, 

influence, power and so on. In a word—worldliness. The world is a 

cross for the one who denies himself for Christ, because such a 

person contradicts the ways of the world. The worldlings often find 

such contradictions intolerable. Anyone who stands up for truth and 

goodness, who stands in opposition to self-will, to the ways of the 

world, exposes and convicts the worldlings of their guilt. They 

cannot stand such persons. And they often lash out at them, just as 

they lashed out at Jesus. Anyone who imitates Jesus, denying his 
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own will for the sake of truth and goodness, should expect to be 

hated by the world. Jesus says: 

If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it 
hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love its 
own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out 
of the world, therefore the world hates you. Remember the 
word that I said to you, ‘A servant is not greater than his 
master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you…  
(Jn 15:18–20). 

The second reason we face the cross in this life is “the 

flesh”.  This is similar, in a way, to worldliness, but it’s deeper, more 

personal.  Each one of us suffers from a fallen human nature.  As 

such, we are at war within ourselves, a war between what is true 

and good, and our inclinations toward sin. Of this, Jesus says, “The 

spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”  We see what is true and 

good, we know what we ought to do or not do, but we often do the 

opposite (Rom. 7:15-29).  We all experience this interior struggle. 

Our fallen human nature has darkened our minds, making it difficult 

to clearly and objectively grasp what is true and good.  And we tend 

to rationalize, to deceive ourselves about the truth. Our fallen 

nature has also weakened our will. We may want to do what is 

good, but we are often too weak to do it. 

Finally, the third reason that we face the cross in this life is 

because of the devil and his minions. His goal is to turn us away, 

definitively, from truth and goodness, from God’s will.  The devil 

wants nothing more than to make us completely self-willed like 

himself.  We must contend, then, with the tactics of the devil and 

his influence. In the words of St. Peter: 

Be sober, be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around 

like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. Resist him, firm 

in your faith, knowing that the same experience of suffering is 

required of your brotherhood throughout the world. And after 

you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has 

called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, 

establish, and strengthen you (1 Pe 5:8–11). 

So, let us resist the world, the flesh and the devil, and remain 

firm in our faith. For Christ has trampled down death by His death 

on the cross.  He has conquered the world, the flesh and the devil, 

and has opened unto us the way of salvation.  But we must follow 

Him, follow him in the way that He has laid out for us. These are 
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hard words, but as our Lord says: “…anyone who does not take up 

his cross and follow me is not worth of me” (Matt. 10:38). Let us, 

then, venerate the cross of Christ, but not only in kissing its image, 

and bowing before it, but by denying our very selves, picking up our 

cross and following in His footsteps of goodness and truth. 


