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Mark 8: 31-38 

“Give Up Indifference” 

The year was 1968.  The place was Louisville, Kentucky.  It was April – just days 

after Martin Luther King, Jr. had been killed.  The city was simmering with 

resentment and fear.  Seeking some sort of redress for their grievances, a small 

group of black men and women decided to take their concerns to some of the 

city’s more prominent white churches.   One of those churches was Harvey 

Browne Memorial Presbyterian Church. 

The group gathered on the steps outside and sang peaceful songs of protest, 

while inside the people worshipped.   

But towards the end of the worship service, the Senior Minister, Joe Mullin, took 

off his robe and told the congregation he could not in good conscience remain 

inside that safe sanctuary.  So he invited the church to join him outside with the 

protestors.  (As told by Eric Kobell in “Were You There”) 

It was his crossroad, his “Who do you say that I am” moment.  It would have been 

easier for Rev. Mullin to stay inside and remain indifferent; because some say that 

going outside cost him his job. 

Elie Wiesel once said that “indifference can be so tempting.  It is so much easier 

to look away from victims.  It is, after all, awkward, troublesome, to be involved in 

another person’s pain and despair.”   

And we know that, don’t we?  Here in St. Louis, we know what it’s like for a city to 

simmer.  Think back to last fall and Ferguson, and how troublesome those 

protestors were, especially when they started taking their protests to places like 

the symphony or Busch Stadium – places we frequent. 

I’ll admit that when I started to hear rumors of the protests coming closer to 

where I work and live, I didn’t exactly welcome that with open arms.  Here on this 

side of the city divide, I could remain comfortably indifferent.  Until last week that 

is. 



But I know in my hearts of hearts, that’s not right.  That my indifference can be as 

harmful as another person’s hatred.   

Concerning the people of Harvey Browne, someone wrote that “the people in the 

sanctuary that Sunday, good Christians schooled in their Scriptures, knew theirs 

was a just God who does not favor one group over another.  They knew what the 

Bible says, like ‘you shall not oppress your neighbor’ or ‘whatever you would wish 

others would do to you, do so to them’ or as Peter said in Acts, ‘Truly I believe 

that God shows no partiality.’”  But more than this, they knew in their very bones 

what was right and what was wrong. 

But the question they had to ask themselves was whether or not they were 

prepared to bear the cost of justice when it would so profoundly affect their own 

lives. 

‘We enjoyed privileges we treated as rights,’ Rev. Mullin said, ‘and it was not easy 

to contemplate giving up those privileges.‘” (Erik Kobell, Were You There?, pp. 43-

45.) 

Friends, eventually we all come to that place of contemplation, and at that place 

we have a choice to make: will we choose between a faith that bends itself to our 

will, or a will that bends itself to our faith.  And in choosing we answer the 

question Jesus asked the disciples, the question that still haunts us: “Who do you 

say that I am?”  Will Jesus be for you the one who lives in idyllic places where 

faith comes easy and doesn’t challenge you, or will he be the one who also 

summons us to make difficult and sometimes dangerous or costly choices? 

It’s not a decision we make once in our lives, either, it’s not a threshold we cross 

without looking back.  Rather, it’s a question implied every day, in every moral 

challenge we face.  I faced just such a moment two weeks ago.  Do I sit on some 

troubling information I have, or do I call my friend and colleague and tell him 

what I know?  Sitting on it, which I’d done for about 7 weeks, was easier.  Not 

only did it mean I didn’t have to get involved with what could become a nasty he 

said/she said, but it also meant I wasn’t putting myself at risk professionally by 

being labelled a troublemaker.  I decided to do what was right and let the chips 

fall where they may.  I decided to practice what I preach.  As someone once said,  



“ . . . for most of us, the opposite of walking the way of faithfulness, the opposite 

of following Jesus is not rank debauchery or wild acts of sin.  No, for most of us, 

the opposite of following Jesus is indifference.  Indifference to his way, 

indifference to his example.  Indifference to his call.” 

Whether it’s valuing popularity or property above kindness, or countering 

intolerance with silence, when we satisfy a want at the expense of an ought, we 

follow the example of Peter, who wanted Jesus to be the Messiah he wanted him 

to be, which was the opposite of what the world needed Jesus to be. 

Peter wanted the Messiah he’d been taught to expect – the one who rules with 

power, prestige, and domination.  The one who wears a real crown, not one made 

up of thorns.  Peter believed the way to victory is the way of power and might, 

the might that makes all things right and results in a glorious kingdom.   

Peter also knew what everyone else knew, including Jesus, and that was that a 

cross meant one thing: death.  And not just any death, but a cruel death, a 

tortuous death, the kind that awaited anyone who dared to threaten Caesar’s 

kingdom.  The Romans put up crosses like billboards advertising the fate of any 

who dared to challenge them.  Jesus’ hearers knew exactly what taking up the 

cross meant.  In the year 6 CE they had watched the Romans crucify 2000 Galilean 

insurrectionists.   

They knew exactly what Jesus meant when he said, “If anyone wants to become 

my follower, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 

But the self, it’s a powerful thing.  What is one of the first words a toddler utters?  

Mine.  We learn it early – protect yourself at all costs.  Put on your own mask 

before assisting with the mask of others – which has become a metaphor for 

some people’s lives.      

But Jesus knew something Peter and the other disciples hadn’t yet learned, and 

that was that the world didn’t need another messiah who came to rule with 

power and might, crushing his enemies in the process, only thinking of himself. 

They’d already had that; those messiahs were a dime a dozen; and look where it 

had gotten them.  Just more poverty, pain, anger, greed, and bloodshed.   



Instead, they needed a savior like Jesus, who would not look upon their plight, or 

the plight of anyone, with indifference.  They needed someone who would love 

them, care for them, challenge them, and fight for them.  

When Jesus tells the disciples – and by extension us – to take up our crosses and 

follow, he’s asking us to do the same.  I just don’t believe there’s any way anyone 

can read this passage and see anything less than involvement.  This is not a 

detached theology; it’s not even a theology of the heart.  It’s a theology of the 

streets.  It’s one that calls us to action, to get involved, and not to be indifferent.  

Because taking up our cross means walking to the cross, where we witness the 

crucified God who walked right into the world’s pain and suffering.  Douglas John 

Hall, a Canadian theologian who writes about this “theology of the cross”, insists 

that,”…faithfulness to the crucified one means, concretely speaking, a primary 

identification with the crucified people. The Christian profession of faith does not 

bind us first to the mighty but to the humble and meek.” 

Friends, let’s be honest and cut to the chase – even if it makes us uncomfortable 

to do so, we know who the meek are. In light of the Department of Justice’s 

report, we know who some of the crucified people in our city are –Regardless of 

what we think may or may not have happened on that fateful August day.  Do you 

know what crucifixion was at its absolute basest?  To use the words of British 

theologian NT Wright “crucifixion was a powerful symbol through the Roman 

world.  It was not just a means of liquidating someone: it did so with a maximum 

of degradation and humiliation.  It said, loud and clear, “We are in charge here: 

you are our property: we can do what we like with you.”  Don’t we see just that 

happening with the police department and municipal court?   

Friends, following in the way of Christ is not an easy road and it is not a place to 

find refuge. There is a piece of us that must be lost on our way to the cross: the 

inauthentic, self-interested, narrow, and defensive self.” And that’s hard.  Which 

is why we respond with indifference – because it’s awkward, troublesome to get 

involved in another person’s pain and despair. 

But here’s the paradoxical good news that awaits us if we’re willing to give up 

indifference – the cross leads to glory.  The cross leads to abundant life.  The cross 

leads to new life.  And we could use new life in this fair city of ours.  But to get 

there, the road won’t be easy.  It will be painful, and those of us who enjoy life’s 



privileges will likely need to share some privileges.  But the new life that will 

emerge is more than we can imagine, or even hope for.     

I want to close with a short story about a man who was an influential and 

generous alumnus of his university.  When his daughter, Rebecca, was accepted 

into the following year’s freshman class, he couldn’t have been more proud.  But 

Rebecca’s excitement was tempered by the nagging thought that she had, as she 

put it, “snuck in the back door,” that she had been accepted not solely on her own 

merit but because of her father’s prominence.   

“I had an unfair advantage because of you,” she told her dad, and he didn’t 

disagree. 

“You’re absolutely right,” he answered.  But then he added this indispensable 

wisdom: “You wake up every morning in the confines of a loving family, and that 

gives you an unfair advantage over some kids.  You have a roof over your head, 

and you go to school on a full stomach, and that gives you an advantage over 

some other kids.  Your mother and I can afford to send you to a good school, and 

that gives you an advantage over other kids.  You have your health, and that gives 

you an advantage over some other kids. 

“Rebecca, it’s not about whether you’ve been given an advantage, because you 

have.  The question is, what will you do with that advantage?” 

 


