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Psalm 77:11-20         “The Good News of Discipleship”                        R.P.C. 
Luke 9:51-62                                                                                     November 10, 2013 
                                             Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    I don’t mean to be disrespectful, and I hope lightning doesn’t strike me when I 
say this … but I’m not so sure Jesus would have made a very good parish minister. 
I make that statement based on the scripture we shared a moment ago from 
Luke, as well as from some other passages in the Gospel. If Jesus were a parish 
pastor, the congregation would have to endure hearing some rather harsh 
sayings, like: “Those who lose their life for my sake and the sake of the gospel will 
save it.” (As recorded in Matthew 8:35)  Or, “Whoever comes to me and does not 
HATE father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, and even life 
itself, cannot be my disciple.” (As recorded in Luke 14:26) 
    Surely you agree with me that those are harsh words – tough words. They are 
not words that would necessarily endear members of a congregation to their 
pastor. In fact a steady diet of such statements would probably result in a few 
members seeking someone’s resignation, so that presbytery’s Committee on 
Ministry would have to be brought in for an investigation. 
    Likewise, the words that Jesus says in today’s passage from Luke are equally 
sharp, tough and maybe even unreasonable. One person comes to Jesus 
enthusiastically offering himself in discipleship, saying, “I will follow you 
anywhere.” To which Jesus responds, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have 
nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”  The implication of this 
warning is, “if you follow me, there will be no home, no three square meals a day, 
no security.” “If you come with me you can expect a life on the move, constant 
travel – living life from a suitcase – dislocation.” 
    In the second encounter, the would-be disciple is not a volunteer, but a recruit. 
“Follow me,” says Jesus. “Lord, first let me go and bury my father,” the recruit 
responds. That sounds like a reasonable request to us. I mean, it’s a family 
obligation – the sacred task of burying the dead, one’s own father, mind you …. 
Remember … “honor thy father and mother”? But no, in what must be some of 
the harshest words Jesus uttered he says, “Let the dead bury their own dead.” 
There is certainly nothing pastoral in that statement. There is nothing here that 
gives even a hint of sympathy, or compassion – even at such a traumatic time of 
loss. 
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    A third aspiring disciple says, “I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell 
to those at my home.”  That too seems like a plausible request.  Yet, again Jesus’ 
response is anything but reasonable:  “No one who puts his hand to the plow and 
looks back is fit for the kingdom…” 
    DO YOU SEE WHAT I MEAN?  These remarks of Jesus indicate that he would not 
have made a very good parish minister. 
    I say that because we in parish ministry are constantly trying to make this thing 
called discipleship, and committed service in the faith community appealing! We 
are encouraged to make church membership easy and accessible for “seekers.” 
We are supposed to construct user-friendly bulletins.  Add to that, the fact that I 
often carefully direct folks as to where we are in the order of service We do that 
because we assume there may be first-time guests and we want to make 
everything as easy as possible. 
    When folks tell me of their interest in joining the church, I find myself telling 
them that is easy too. “All you have to do is meet with the Session and answer 
three questions in the affirmative. (Imagine that, I even tell them how to answer 
the questions – just keep saying “yes!”) Then I add something like, “Joining the 
church is probably the easiest group you will ever join. Why there aren’t even any 
membership dues!” … But I never dare to mention the “C” word – commitment.  I 
don’t want to scare off any prospects before they sign up…. 
    Those church growth experts tell us we parish ministers are to proceed along 
the same lines as politicians do preparing for a campaign: find out what the 
people want and care about … and promise it; and above all, keep it simple!  
That’s how to attract people…… 
    The theory behind this approach is that the church that prospers is not only the 
one that makes it easy for the people to get in the door, but also makes it easy for 
them to stay. So the effective church and parish minister will attempt to offer 
worship that is entertaining, interesting and easy – use the same 20 songs that 
everyone knows. Programs for children and youth are to be designed so they are 
never boring. After all we have to compete with Disney, glitzy computer games, 
Sponge Bob Square Pants, and Chucky Cheese! 
    Plus we have to offer plenty of ways to be engaged in meaningful service to 
others – mostly through giving a few extra dollars however – I mean, hands-on 
ministry doesn’t usually fit into people’s busy schedules without inconveniencing 
them…. and who really wants to get that close to the poor, the suffering, the 
oppressed and the homeless?  
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    Now, it’s not that any of this is inherently “evil.” It’s just that what Jesus says is 
so different, so strange, so … unreasonable. Instead of making discipleship easy, 
he seems to make it demanding and difficult ; he doesn’t shy away from the “C” 
word – commitment. Instead of making his “Way” fit in with all our other 
commitments and loyalties, he sets “his way, his truth, and life with him” over 
and against everything else. Instead of simply asking us to give up a few bad 
habits or loyalties to things that we sort of already know are harmful, he asks us 
to choose him over home and security, over our obligations to our families, or 
even over the family itself. Thus Jesus doesn’t ask us to choose him over the 
WORST, but over the BEST. 
    Several years ago, the Southern Baptist denomination passed a resolution 
upholding the concept of the “biblical family,” and called for a return to “Biblical 
family values.” In part, their resolution called upon wives to “submit to their 
husbands, as the head of the household,” the same way that the church is to 
“submit to Christ,” who is head of the Church. 
    Now to some Christians, most notably the Southern Baptist, that picture of the 
ideal family hierarchy is quite appealing. To others it is antiquated and out of 
touch with present social reality. Sorry, but we do not have the world of Father 
Knows Best, Leave it to Beaver or Ozzie and Harriet any more – if we actually ever 
did. Yet, given the ‘disfunctionality’ of so many families today, that resolution has 
some appeal – giving some structure at least for how a family can operate. But 
how does that structure stand up to the scripture lesson for today, where Jesus 
seems to challenge our loyalty to the family as opposed to our loyalty to him? 
    Before we dismiss the Southern Baptist’s version of the structure for the 
“biblical family,” there is a particular word they use which just might stir up some 
passion in us. That word is the word “submit,” and it is used in reference to wives 
‘submitting to their husbands.’ Some hate that word in that context; others love 
that word. Yet in our modern culture with our emphasis upon “individualism” the 
word SUBMIT causes a great deal of discomfort in almost any context. We 
modern 21st century independently-minded people are not only resistant to any 
form of submission, we would likely rebel against any submission. 
    Now I can’t “buy” the Southern Baptist claim that wives are to submit to their 
husbands for two reasons: First, I have observed that wives that supposedly 
“submit,” live lives with abused and broken spirits, or become master 
manipulators at getting what they want and need. And secondly, Karin won’t 
comply. But I do think the Southern Baptist have struck upon something that 
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bears addressing: namely, that submission - a complete giving of oneself to God 
as revealed in Christ, is at the very heart of the Christian faith. 
    Jesus doesn’t sound much like a good, sympathetic, understanding parish 
minister precisely BECAUSE he is asking for that kind of commitment from us – to 
submit ourselves to him. Frankly, he doesn’t make discipleship very easy, does 
he? But why would he do that? Where is his sense of compassion? Does it mean 
he doesn’t care about us and our feelings? 
    Actually, Jesus cares about us so much that he wants us to know how essential 
it is to give of ourselves in such a way that nothing is left over. He wants us to 
know how alive we can feel when we are walking with him in total commitment. 
He wants us to know how it can breathe life into one’s soul not to be chopped 
into little pieces between different priorities and commitments. He wants to be 
clear about the one thing that is truly necessary and needful, and make all other 
commitments secondary to submitting to his will and his way. 
    He makes discipleship difficult because he wants us to get hold of one true 
necessity for abundant living. Isn’t that what made the difference in the lives of 
people like Nelson Mandela, Mother Teresa, Martin Luther King Jr. and thousands 
of lesser known followers like them? Such lives clearly reflect their first priority - 
following the Lord Jesus Christ. 
    Jesus used these harsh words to would-be disciples, not because he was 
uncaring, but because he cared enough to be truthful – to declare right up front 
that following him would cost everything that we hold dear. That truth grates 
hard on the ears of a society shaped by an ethic of self-fulfillment, or autonomy, 
of individual personal freedom. It comes hard to a society where the holiest 
trinity of all is “me, myself, and mine” - where the only obedience we cherish is to 
our own wishes, wants and desires. 
    So the Southern Baptists have at least given us something to ponder…. They 
have counter-culturally used that troubling word “submission.” They have 
reminded us that as disciples in the church there is to be submission in following 
Christ. There is a kind of submission to God and God’s way of doing things in our 
claiming the name of Christian that puts all other loyalties at risk. 
    Barbara Brown Taylor reminds us that discipleship isn’t simply about creating a 
safe, caring environment where everyone’s needs will be happily met. 
“Discipleship,” she writes, “costs all that we have, all that we love, all that we are. 
And Jesus doesn’t want us to be fooled about that.” 
    Some years ago, the church I was serving was involved in an “Every Member 
Canvass” as a part of our Stewardship Campaign. We brought in a retired minister 
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to assist us with the process. At the first planning meeting, I noticed that this 
minister came in with a note pad which, at top, in bold print had the words: 
“EXCUSES.” Underneath that heading he had listed the common excuses he had 
heard people give for not giving financial support to the church. He explained that 
in every stewardship campaign he had previously done, he had always heard one 
or two new excuses to add to the list. 
    The planning committee was then given a chance to develop a response to each 
of those excuses he had collected. Then the minister said, “Each of those excuses 
could be countered with one sentence.” “All excuses are signs of an insufficient 
commitment to discipleship to Jesus Christ.” 
    Those are strong words – tough words – confrontational words. They are not 
the kind of words that many parish ministers want to say to their congregations. 
And that is why parish ministers like to hire consultants from the outside when 
talking about stewardship. Yet, those words reflect the same kind of truth-telling 
in which Jesus engages – not to threaten us, but to love us enough to help us set 
our priorities. 
    Often our excuses, like those of the would-be disciples in today’s lesson sound 
so reasonable – maybe even a bit noble: “But the church is purely a volunteer 
organization, so no one should be required to give or do anything.” “But, my 
family is a priority; first I have to take care of mom and dad…,” “But, can’t I just 
write a check? Surely you don’t expect me to make sandwiches, or fill a shoebox, 
or talk to that homeless person as I follow you Jesus.” 
   Jesus’ replies to all such excuses are still going to be heard by us as harsh, 
implausible -a bit unreasonable. Yet, we can remember that when he first uttered 
those replies he was on his way to Jerusalem, and he was teaching his disciples 
one final time what it meant to follow him: “Those who want to save their life will 
lose it.” “Let the dead bury their own dead.” “No one who puts his hand on the 
plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” But who better to offer such 
words than the very one who was going to submit his own life on the cross as a 
commitment to us all?”  
    The words of Jesus have not always been welcomed by our world. In this 
consumer’s market, the church and its pastoral ministers are always tempted to 
offer the Christian faith and discipleship as the best deal in town. Jesus, on the 
other hand, is far more honest, telling us discipleship is difficult, costly and 
demanding. His words however are actually Good News – good news for those 
who discover that true freedom lies in total commitment; that full life is found in 
submitting – that’s right - in submitting wholly unto God.  Amen. 
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