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It’s time to let go. 

That was Jesus’ message to the disciples in today’s Gospel reading. It was God’s message to Jesus 
as he faced his own painful journey to the cross. And it’s my message to you today. 

Let go of the fear of failure and of suffering and of death. 

Let go of preconceived ideas about how to face down evil. 

Let go of your expectations of what “normal” should look like.  

Let go of selfishness and of pride. 

Let go of all that stops us taking risks, putting our faith in God and into action. 

The immediate context for Jesus’s comments was Peter’s reaction to Jesus revealing that he was 
going to face his enemies in Jerusalem, and the inevitable consequences that would follow. 
Peter’s reaction was a natural human one – to want to save his master and avoid the conflict and 
the pain.  

But in response, Jesus tells Peter to let go. 

To prepare to let go of him, as he would be facing the suffering and death that was inevitably 
coming.  

But also to let go of the idea that this was an outcome to be feared, rather than the moment 
where God’s fullest glory would be made known. 

Needless to say, the disciples struggled to understand this at first. For it completely goes against 
earthly norms. When faced with a threat, we have an innate instinct to choose one of two 
responses: flight or fight – to run away or to try and stand up to it. One results in the weak 
perpetually being dominated by the strong; the other results in conflict and suffering for one or 
both parties.  

Neither is a good outcome, but such is the way of the world, and it continues to be so. A week 
ago the shooting of the young black man Jacob Blake by a police officer in Kenosha Wisconsin 
prompted a wave of legitimate protests and then armed vigilantes taking the law into their own 
hands, leading to the deaths of two protestors on Tuesday. Violence leads to more violence. 

But Jesus had another way in mind. He was going to turn on its head the world’s ways of 
responding to evil – and instead absorb and therefore transform it on the cross into something 
good that could never again be extinguished. And as Paul reminded the Roman church at the 
end of today’s reading, his followers were called to do something similar: “Never seek revenge 
yourselves… No, if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something 
to drink…  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” This breaks the cycle and 
the stranglehold of violence. This is the alternative way that is at the heart of Martin Luther King 
Jr’s doctrine of nonviolent resistance, an approach that inspires many in the Black Lives Matters 
movement today. 

Jesus is saying, let go of your assumptions about how the world works and how we should 
respond to evil. And then he issues this further challenge:  

“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my 
sake will find it.” 

It is a command which recurs in similar form in various places in the New Testament, so we can 
be confident of its importance. Yet it can be a troubling instruction, an apparent paradox that is 



all too easy to dismiss. However, if we are serious about being disciples of Jesus, about our 
Christian commitment, it is a message we need to hear over and over again: 

“Those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find 
it.” 

What does it mean? That we should become austere killjoys, because that way lies a shortcut to 
heaven? That would go against everything we know about God being the bringer of joy and life. 
That we should eagerly anticipate our own demise – and be reckless in the way we care for 
ourselves? That would go against everything Jesus says about the purpose to which we should 
put our lives. 

But do we need something of the self-discipline of the former attitude, and the willingness to 
take risks of the latter. For Jesus is saying that if you cling to your life, guarding it against all 
threats, it will slip away from you, but if you let go and follow his way, you’ll discover the things 
that are truly important. The meaning of life will elude those who try and live it up. When life 
revolves around me, when all I do is seek to gratify my inner desires, I am not really living at all. 
But when my self-centeredness finally begins to die, finally I begin to live. 

For new life can’t come without some death. Jesus’ words point to the deep spiritual and 
emotional truth that often the things we cling to most tightly in our lives are things that would 
be better released. 

The failure to forgive leads to death of relationship, while anger and bitterness ravage the spirit 
like a cancer.  

Holding on to regrets strangles hope before it can lift us to new life.  

Indulging in hatred, as we’ve already noted, perpetuates the cycle of conflict and suffering. 

We can be held captive by a desire to be popular or successful or secure. 

Trying to control events and other people leads to frustration, stress, and exhaustion.  

Letting go of all this is a spiritual exercise in the art of dying, so that new life may abound. 

It should be evident now that this surrendering of self that Jesus is talking about is not 
something which happens just once at the end of our life. It is something which happens every 
day. We need to die to our selfishness and our fears. We need a willingness to let go, give up 
control, accept where the journey takes us. 

What do we, what do you, need to let go of today, in order to live? 

In the last paragraph of his great book Mere Christianity, C.S. Lewis observes "The principle runs 
through all life, from top to bottom. Give up yourself, and you will find your real self. Lose your 
life and you will save it. Submit to death - the death of your ambitions and favourite wishes. 
Keep back nothing. Nothing that you have not given away will be really yours. Nothing in you 
that has not died will ever be raised from the dead. But look for Christ," says Lewis, "and you 
will find him, and with him, everything else thrown in." 

In other words, it is time to let go. 

Letting go of expectations is something we’ve had to get very used to this year. We’ve had to 
give up our sense of control, give up much that has been precious to us. That has been hard.  

For it is hard to let go. We fear losing face, losing our grip, losing our sense of security. We fear 
being judged by others. And above all, we fear pain and death. Peter feared it. Even Jesus feared 
it. At the end of his life, in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus considers pleading with God to save 
him from the fate which awaits him. It is a temptation we all face – to turn away from difficult 
realities and hard choices. 



So what will help us to let go? Like Jesus, we have to trust God. Trust in the promises God makes 
to us, again and again through history. We can let go, because we are held secure by that Love 
which, as the old hymn puts it, “wilt not let us go”.  

We will find it easier to let go of the things that lead away from life if we have something else to 
hold onto. St Paul advised the Romans to “Hold fast to what is good” – and his advice is good. 

And we let go by following Jesus, and his way of love and sacrifice, the way of peacemaking and 
standing up for justice. The way of the cross. By giving our lives to the service of others, by 
outdoing one another in acts of mutual affection as Paul suggests, we move away from that 
corrosive self-centredness, and put ourselves on a path to true understanding and real 
discipleship. Former President of the Methodist Conference John Vincent memorably puts it like 
this: if we put our feet where Jesus’ are, then our stomach, our heart and our head will follow – 
usually in that order! 

Or, as it’s phrased in the prayer of St Francis of Assisi, “it is in giving that we receive; it is in 
dying that we are born to eternal life.”  

It’s time to let go. Because as we let go, we will open up a world of new possibilities. TS Eliot 
observes in the Four Quartets that “To make an end is to make a beginning”. 

In this season of endings and beginnings – the start of a new academic year and a new 
Methodist Church year with new ministers in our circuit – what opportunities lie ahead for us, if 
only we can let go of those things that hold us back? As we think about how our society and our 
daily lives and our churches have been changed by coronavirus, what might we gladly leave 
behind – and what new things might begin to flourish? 

So to come back to where I began – for, as Eliot also says, “what we call the beginning is often 
the end.”  

It is time to let go. 

Let go of all that harms you. The past is forgiven, forgotten. Put it behind you. It has died: today 
is a new beginning.  

Let go of all that you fear. Embarrassment, exposure, failure, death. Trust in God. 

Let go of all that corrupts you. Leave your pride, your selfishness, your desire for particular 
material possessions or physical sensations behind. Take up your cross. Follow Jesus. And you 
will have life. 

 


