Sunday:  5th Sunday After Pentecost
Date: June 27, 2010
Wow - Jesus does not mince words in this gospel reading –  He is calling people to follow him and he is not excepting any excuses.  Do it and do it now.  No wiggle room.  No time for burying a father and no time to say goodbye to family.  Jesus states, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” Minnesota nice would not be words used to describe Jesus.  He isn’t afraid of offending.  He isn’t afraid of making us uncomfortable.  

These words are harsh and offensive and quite frankly when I hear them I am convicted at my own unwillingness to follow Jesus no matter what.  

Surely there must be a loophole.  You know those words, “that’s okay, you are only human.”  It wasn’t there.   I went looking through the gospel of Luke looking for these loopholes on what it means to be a disciple – surely if I only look hard enough it will be there.  No luck. No loopholes.  Instead I found Jesus saying things such as “Why do you call me Lord, Lord and do not do what I tell you?”  I found all kinds of way to be a good follower of Jesus, but no loopholes.  

So if there isn’t a way around what Jesus is saying, maybe we need to look at exactly what is going on in this story.

There are three men – the first man is ready to jump in.  The other two say they will follow, but they need to take care of a couple things first.  It all looks good on the surface.  I mean the first man approaches Jesus and tells him “I will follow you wherever you may go.”  

Could it be that Jesus sees an ulterior motive in his actions.  Maybe this man sees the crowds that are attracted to Jesus.  He senses that Jesus is something special and perhaps if he becomes one of his followers, when Jesus becomes even more popular he too can cash in on it and live the good life.  Jesus tells the man that following him will not bring glory and fame – it may mean that you have nowhere to sleep.  It may mean that you will be rejected.  For this is just what happened when Jesus entered a Samaritan village.  They did not accept him.  He had to move on.

The second man requests to go and bury his father.  A reasonable request.  Yet Kenneth Bailey, an expert on Middle East life writes in his book Through Peasant Eyes, “the phrase to bury one’s father is a traditional idiom that refers specifically to the duty of the son to remain at home and care for his parents until they are laid to rest respectfully.”  This man is essentially telling Jesus he will follow after his father dies and who knows exactly when that will be.   

It is also possible that his father is really dead.  Jewish law requires that one honor their parents by seeing to their burial.  But Jesus tells him that proclaiming the Kingdom of God has priority even over these familial obligations.

Then we come to the third man who requests to say good-bye.   In Middle East culture, a person who is leaving must request permission to leave from those remaining behind.  This man is essentially asking to get permission and we can guess what his family will say.  I hear my grandfather’s words “whose bone-head idea is that.”  You just stay home.

So the first and third men, the only two in the entire gospel of Luke who willingly tell Jesus they will follow him have other agendas and the second man has an excuse as well.  Aren’t they a lot like us?

Have you ever said yes to something only to find out how much work it really is – volunteered for a committee and found yourself doing much more than intended – signed up to coach not realizing the time spent at home preparing for the game.  Things like this happen all the time.  
How often have you wanted to do something, but made excuses?  I will start to eat healthy and exercise once this vacation is over.  I will volunteer once things settle down in my life.  I will support that charity once I have paid off bills and saved enough money.  Often we have great intentions, but many times they never come to fruition.  Something is always coming up.  If we wait until all is perfect and calm, we will never do what we planned and that includes being a follower of Jesus.  We use finances, schedules, household chores, children, parents, friends, and families as excuses.  They may look good on the surface, reasonable, what is expected, but I bet Jesus would tell us otherwise.

Jesus calls us where we are right now – today.  With all of our excuses, lack of planning, and imperfections.  Jesus has never called a perfect person.  The disciples were far from perfect – Peter denies Jesus, they all desert him in his final hours of life.  They continually misunderstand what Jesus tells them.  They are not stellar examples of perfection.  They are examples of the way Jesus can take normal everyday people and make them followers of him – complete with all of their imperfections.  

God has always worked that way – through imperfect people.  The prophets argued and tried to avoid God’s calling – making excuses.  Moses couldn’t talk well, Jeremiah says he is only a boy, Jonah runs away, and then we have King David; a murderer and adulterer.  

While we may relate to the imperfections of these people sometimes I think we believe to be a follower of Christ we need to become foreign missionaries or leave our jobs and work for a church or a social service organization. But more often than not Jesus calls us to follow him right where we are – in out current roles as employee, spouse, parent, or child – for the message of God needs to be proclaimed everywhere. Jesus is not calling us away from something – he calls us to something - a more meaningful life.   Jesus wants us to prioritize our life and he is the number one priority.  Jesus comes before family, before social obligations, before friends, before our job, before anything. 

Fred Craddock writes, “Jesus never said to choose him over the devil but to choose him over the family.  And the remarkable thing is that those who have done so have been freed from possession and worship of family and have found the distance necessary to love them.”  
So where is the loophole?  It is in the opening verse of the reading for today.  “When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem.”  Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem.”  This is the turning point of Luke’s gospel.  From this point on, Jesus has one destination - he was going to his death.  Nothing was going to stop him.  He knew it wasn’t safe in Jerusalem.  He knew he would die, but he went.    

He went for you and for me.  Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem for us.  That is the loophole.  We are not perfect.  We never will be.  To try for perfection is not even realistic.  No one is fit for the kingdom of God on their own.  There is tension in these words of Jesus.  We must not discount them.  We let them work on us, maybe make us uncomfortable, challenge us a bit.  As we do we hear Jesus calling us into a deeper relationship with him.  The one perfect thing we do have in our lives is the love Jesus shows us.  He has given us the ultimate loophole – the cross.  The cross is what makes us fit for the Kingdom of God.  It is here we come as we are and answer Jesus call for our lives.
Jesus is calling each one of us and this is exciting.  The questions is how will you respond?  Amen.
