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Luke 9:51-62

We are now in what the church calls “ordinary time”.  It’s a long period of time that begins on the Sunday after Pentecost and ends at Advent.  The liturgical color for ordinary time is green.  It’s no accident that this color was chosen because it’s the color of life and growth. And that’s what we’re called to do during Ordinary Time: we’re called to grow in our life of discipleship. 

Now I’ve said before that a disciple is a learner, so think of this time of life and growth as a time to learn something about following Christ-what that means, how to do it, and even how now to do it. In the New Testament readings from Luke we’ll hear stories about how to follow Christ, what it means to follow Christ, and yes, even how not to follow Christ.

During this period some of my sermons will focus on how we do that as individual followers, but some of them will focus specifically on how we do that as a church community. Today’s message is geared for this particular church as a worshipping body, and contains some thoughts on what I think we should do as disciples and what I think we shouldn’t do.  But even if you’re not a church member, I think (and hope) that you’ll get something out of this message for your own personal life of faith.
“No Excuse”

We all know what it means to live life by excuse. Students give teachers excuses for why they haven’t done their homework; husbands and wives give excuses for why they haven’t gotten something done around the house; kids give parents excuses for why they broke the rules.  Excuses -- we know them; we use them. 
Business consultant James M. Bleech surveyed over 100 executives to find out what excuses they hear the most from their employees. Heading the list was, predictably: "It's not my fault." A close second was: "It was someone else's fault."  I believe we heard something along those lines from BP, Halliburton, and Transocean regarding the Gulf Oil spill.

Pastor Dale Barrick got so sick and tired of all the excuses he heard about why people don't come to church regularly that he instituted a "No-Excuse Sunday."  Would you like to hear what was included in such a Sunday? How about: cots for those who like to sleep in; blankets for those who found the sanctuary too cold; fans for those who found the sanctuary too warm; sand for those who preferred the beach; television sets for persons who prefer services on the screen; Visine for those who have red eyes from staying out too late on Saturday night; and poinsettias and lilies for those accustomed to entering the church only on Christmas and Easter.

But the ultimate life by excuse has to be the guy who sued God. Unable to take responsibility for his life and actions a 63-year-old Pennsylvania man named God as a defendant in a lawsuit that blamed God for failing to bring him justice in a thirty-year battle against his former employer which fired him. The man also alleged that God did not answer his requests to return him to his youth and grant him the guitar-playing skills of famous guitarists. The case was eventually thrown out of the U.S. District Court in Syracuse, New York.

Life by excuse. We've heard it; we've seen it; we know it.

Jesus was no stranger to excuses, as witnessed by the Gospel just read. But before we examine those excuses and Jesus' searing words in response to them, let's consider the context and background of our story.

Up until now Jesus has been travelling in the region of Galilee.  He’s preached, taught, and worked miracles.  He’s recruited the 12 disciples, been baptized by John, and even been transfigured on the mountain top.  But now he turns his attention to Jerusalem and the fate that will meet him there.  “He set his face,” Luke tells us.  The tone is somber.

If this were a Hollywood movie, I imagine there would be music in the background that would play up this journey theme.  While that music is playing, the director may zoom in on Jesus’ face in a close-up shot so that the moviegoer can see the look of grim determination on his face.  The director may then zoom out and give us a panoramic view of the landscape with Jerusalem in the background and 3 crosses on the horizon.  It would be perfectly clear to everyone watching that there’s no more time for meandering.  That, indeed, the time has come to usher in God’s kingdom.

Jesus’ first stop is a village in Samaria.  It’s a peculiar choice because Jews and Samaritans were not known to get along with one another.  There was great hostility between the two groups.  But Jesus instructs the disciples to go ahead of him and tell the Samaritans he is coming.  Not surprisingly, the Samaritans don’t care to put out the welcome mat for him.  This angers James and John, but Jesus tells them to go along and find another village.  As usual, Jesus is a non-anxious presence.  He’s not rattled by the Samaritans’ rejection; he doesn’t let it sway his mission.  In fact, he seems more determined than ever to get to Jerusalem.

Then we come to his encounter with three people who want to follow him, but can’t quite yet because they have more pressing matters to which to attend.


"I will follow you wherever you go," the first wannabe disciple tells Jesus. To which he replies: "Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head." In other words: "Have you counted the cost? If you follow me, the Kingdom of God is now your home.  Have you counted the cost?"

The second person receives even harsher treatment. If there ever was a good excuse to delay discipleship, this guy surely seems to have it. Burying the dead was a duty of great importance in Jewish tradition. The commandment to honor one's father and mother was included in fulfilling this final act of respect and devotion. In fact, in Judaism all other normal religious obligations could be set aside in order for a person to perform the pious duty of burying the dead.

But Jesus would have none of it. With one of his strongest calls to discipleship and harshest words in Scripture, we hear Jesus say: "Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the Kingdom of God." 

The third wannabe disciple experiences the same treatment in response to his excuse: "Let me first say farewell to those at my home." To which Jesus says: "No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God." "Leave the past behind," he is saying. "Following me means new life. You can't plow a field with your eyes looking behind you. Leave the old for the new."

Harsh words to hear, to be sure. But discipleship requires, according to Jesus, an uncompromising commitment. Jesus never said: "Follow me, but only when it's convenient." He didn't say: "Follow me, after you've taken care of your agenda." He didn't say: "Follow me, it will be a simple trip -- only a cross awaits." He did say: "Follow me."

As we hear Jesus' response to each person, it becomes really obvious to me that he never attended the School of Modern Church Growth.  The School of Modern Church Growth teaches church among others things to: sing upbeat hymns that everyone can follow and make people happy and joyous; don't say a prayer of confession, we wouldn't want anyone to get the impression they have any faults; make everyone feel good; and don’t ask too much of them. That's how you build a church. And here Jesus is, facing three potential members, and what does he do? Instead of signing them up, he challenges their discipleship.
Now I want to back up just a bit, and talk some about that last admonition of church growth, the one that says “don’t require too much for membership”, because I think a lot of churches these days take that admonition very seriously.  In an age when fewer and fewer people are interested in church, and therefore there are fewer and fewer people from which to attract new members, many churches assume that if they ask very little of their potential members, they’ll have a better chance of getting them to sign up.  

The premise makes perfect sense.  After all, people are busy.  I have many things that demand my time and attention.  I have little desire to take on one more thing.  

But the problem is, discipleship isn’t just “one more thing.”  Discipleship is a way of life.  Discipleship is everything we say and do after we say “we believe”.  Following Jesus is not one among a number of things on our to-do list.  It is our to-do list, and everything else follows that.
When well-meaning church-goers tell people, or give the impression, that discipleship is just “one more thing”-don’t worry about it, it won’t take too much time, they’re basically telling them that what they do doesn’t really matter.  It’s not that important.  Or at least, it’s not important enough to give of one’s time (not to mention money-but God forbid we tell some potential member that we’re going to ask for their money at some point in time).  
I am becoming more and more convinced, that when churches subscribe to the notion that they shouldn’t ask too much of potential members because they want to grow, they are actually sabotaging any hope for growth because they are essentially telling people that what they do and what they believe doesn’t matter enough to devote themselves to it.  Now why would anyone want to be a member of a church that believes that?  By golly, if I’m going to devote my time and my money to something, it better matter.

What we do here matters.  I know you know that or you wouldn’t be here.  You wouldn’t give your time, attention, or money to the church if it didn’t matter.  And this church wouldn’t be the wonderful place it is if you all thought that God didn’t matter.
But there are countless people in this community and beyond, who have no idea how much God matters.  They have never met the God Jesus introduces us too – 
· a God who seeks the lost 
· and tends the broken, 
· a God who puts mercy ahead of law, 
· and compassion before custom, 
· a God who forgives sinners and 
· welcomes all people to the table.  
This God is who Jesus introduces us to, and this God matters.  In a world that is increasingly divisive and fractious, in a world in which the church is increasingly viewed as hateful and homophobic, this God-who is none of those things- this God who Jesus introduces us to matters and needs to be known.  
Sharing the teachings, and the love, and the justice of that God (who Christ introduces us to) with the world is the most important thing we can ever do with our lives, and the more importance, the more passion, and the more urgency we place on that, the more we will grow-and not only numerically, but also spiritually and in the depth of our faith.
In Jesus’ encounter with the three wannabe disciples, we don't ever learn what they did in response to Jesus' challenging words. Did the first one decide that the cost of not having a place to lay his head was worth the effort to follow? Did the second one leave the dead to bury the dead? Did the third one leave without proper "good-byes" to his family? We don't know. The words of Jesus, the advice he gave to those who would follow him, hang in the air for all time, reaching our ears today with the same searing challenge.

Do we want to follow? It is a journey. The early Christians were known and called "people of the way." It is still true. It is a way -- of living, of life, of commitment, of challenge, but also of grace, of hope, and of love. The call of Jesus is a call for loyalty -- to follow not when it's convenient, not when all our tasks and lists are checked off, not when we feel like it. But to follow him into the world where we now become his hands and feet for compassion, his voice for justice and mercy, his arms for reconciliation, and his heart for the hurting, the hungry, the weak, and the vulnerable.

I think that is a call worth following and one that deserves more than our excuses.

Amen.
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