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51 When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to 
Jerusalem. 52 And he sent messengers ahead of him. On their way they entered a 
village of the Samaritans to make ready for him; 53 but they did not receive him, 
because his face was set toward Jerusalem. 54 When his disciples James and John 
saw it, they said, "Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from 
heaven and consume them?"  55 But he turned and rebuked them. 56 Then they 
went on to another village.  57 As they were going along the road, someone said to 
him, "I will follow you wherever you go." 58 And Jesus said to him, "Foxes have 
holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his 
head." 59 To another he said, "Follow me." But he said, "Lord, first let me go and 
bury my father." 60 But Jesus said to him, "Let the dead bury their own dead; but as 
for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God." 61 Another said, "I will follow you, 
Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home." 62 Jesus said to him, "No 
one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God."  (Lk. 
9:51-62 NRSV) 
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 Our Gospel reading for this morning paints a picture of what it means to follow our 
Lord – which is also a picture of the enormous cost of discipleship.  
 You will hear people say discipleship is easy…that being a Christian is easy.  I have 
to admit I’m puzzled and annoyed and maybe jealous when I hear people say such 
things…because in my experience following Jesus is not easy…particularly when you ask 
what it means to follow Jesus.  More specifically, when you ask what it means to follow 
Jesus today…in our cultural context which seems to ignore so much of what Jesus said and 
did and taught and stood for…a world where the stranger is not welcomed, where the 
children are separated from their parents, where the poor and under-educated are 
routinely hoodwinked by empty promises, where hate is strong, where tribalism and 
nativism define who is friend and who is foe?  What does it mean for us in the year 2019, 
in the USofA, to be followers of Jesus?  I think it is far from easy.  Being Christian is not 
simple. 
 It is worth noting that Jesus never said it would be easy.  On the contrary, he 
frequently told his disciples how hard it would be.  Jesus said things like, "If any want to 
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow 
me.”1  He said words like, "You must love your enemy and pray for those who persecute 
you"2…words like, "The last shall be first and the first shall be last."3 
 What we are dealing with here is discipleship…which is not to be confused with 
salvation.  Salvation is God's gift – something God does, not something we do.  
Discipleship is something we do in response to God's unmerited gift.  And so salvation is 
what is easy.  Discipleship is not. 
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 Discipleship is not easy because it calls for us to be willing to make sacrifices. 
Theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer (who was executed by the Nazis just before the end of 
WWII) said, "When Christ calls us, he bids us come and die."4  Bonhoeffer did not 
necessarily mean Christ calls us to die literally.  But he did mean Christ calls us to allow 
the Spirit of Christ put to death our self-centeredness…our greed, our jealousies, our 
reluctance to be proven wrong, our self-reliance.  Bonhoeffer did mean dying to all the 
selfish, greedy priorities and behaviors that isolate us…that cut us off from our truest self 
and the beloved community Christ died to give us.   
 Poet bell hooks put it this way, “Greed violates the spirit of connectedness and 
community that is natural to human survival.”5  When Christ calls us, he bids us to put 
greed to death so that we may be who we were meant to be and so we may then 
experience the connectedness and community God wants for us.  And I don’t know many 
people for whom this forfeiture comes easily. 
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 The story from Luke’s gospel talks about the cost of discipleship in this way.  
According to Luke, Jesus says discipleship entails forgetting people and things dear to us – 
our friends and family, our habits and customs, our past and present – so we can start new 
lives under Jesus' leadership.  We have the sense discipleship means putting to death 
affections and desires and dreams so God can fill us with new affections and new desires 
and new dreams.  
 This may sound simple and easy…but the Bible is full of examples where people, 
realizing the enormous cost of such discipleship, went away sorrowfully because they felt 
like too much was being asked of them.   
 Pastor, professor, and writer, William Willimon suggests “discipleship is the tough 
business of learning to follow Jesus.”6  And that is the heart of the matter, isn't it…learning 
to follow Jesus – learning to follow someone who refused to avoid rejection and death on a 
cross.     
 In our case, following this Jesus may not mean rejecting all the ways and means of 
this world…but it certainly means we put all those ways and means under a microscope.  
It means Jesus becomes the lens through which we process everything that happens to us 
and in us.  Following Jesus means we follow…and that we gain our sense of worth and 
identity from following.  Following implies our eyes are upon the one ahead of us…the 
one we're following.  Or as Jesus said in our text, “When you put your hand to the plow 
you have to keep your eye on where you are going.  You look back and you’ll lose your 
way.” 
 Faith in Jesus may not be complicated.  But if you think for a moment following 
Jesus is easy, you have not given following him much of a try.  

3 
 One of the real problems we face, it seems to me, as we seek to follow Jesus is that 
our world is filled with so many voices.  That's not to suggest there were not many voices 
in Jesus' day…there were.  But as in his day, our concern is with those voices in our own 
age that would keep us from following Jesus.  Because the competing voices are so many 
and so strong, God's voice will always be difficult to distinguish unless we know it very 
well.   
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 There are voices we know well and recognize easily.  I know my wife's voice well.  
In fact, she does not even need to say a word.  I can recognize her cough in a crowded 
room.  I recognize it because I know her so well and have lived with her so long and love 
her so much.   
 I would like to think something similar can be true when it comes to God's voice.  I 
am well aware, though, that we never hear God’s voice the way I can hear my wife’s voice.  
But we can learn to hear with the ear of our hearts through studying God, loving God, 
praying with God, and through joining God at work in the world.  By hearing with the ear 
of our hearts we may live in such close proximity to God for so long that we recognize his 
voice.   
 Or think about it another way.  Galatians 3:27 invites followers of Jesus to “put on 
Christ.”  Now that may seem easy enough…but when you take the first step to put on 
Christ it feels a little like you’re playing dress up.  But the more you “put on Christ” the 
more it feels like a reality. 
 This past week someone told a story that may be a good analogy.  She said a friend 
did not grow up in a family that ate sea food.  He never had any…until he was having 
supper at his girlfriend’s house.  Her parents asked if he liked sea food and he replied, “I 
love it” even though he’d never had it before.  But by saying he loved it and the more he 
ate it he came to love it.7 
 The same principle may be at work when you “put on Christ.”  At first it feels a 
little like playing dress up…but day after day after day as you study God, love God, pray 
with God, and join God at work in the world…you realize following Jesus begins to feel 
more natural, more like second nature, more like your true self.  It doesn’t feel quite as 
much like playing dress up.  You are “putting on Christ.” 
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 There is another aspect of our passage from Luke I want us to consider.  When Jesus 
calls us he invites us into a life filled with joy…but that does not mean a life of ease.  He 
calls us to follow a path similar to the one he tread…a path filled with bestowing kind 
words on the lowly, offering dignity to the least in society, loving everyone without 
equivocation, standing firm against self-righteousness.   And we all know where that path 
led him.  Such a life-path got Jesus nailed to a cross. 
 Don’t think Jesus meant for us to go looking for ways to suffer to demonstrate we 
are following him.  Suffering has a way of finding those who follow Jesus.  I’ve read about 
people who nearly starve themselves because they believe they are suffering in solidarity 
with the many people across the planet who are hungry.   
 No, I’m not suggesting we go looking for ways to suffer to demonstrate we are 
following Jesus.  I'm not suggesting we are necessarily called, like the man in our lesson, 
away from family and friends, though that occasionally happens.  But suffering has a way 
of finding those who follow Jesus.  And if we follow Christ, we must realize loyalty to 
Christ may put us at odds with what we want and even at odds with those people dearest 
to us.  We must first be true to Christ…whatever that may mean in our own particular 
situations. 

5 
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 There was once a man who owned a cottage in Maine that sat on the top of a ridge.  
From in front and in back of the cottage there was a view of 40 to 50 miles.  The more 
spectacular view, however, was to be seen from the rear of the cottage. 
 A certain woman of the area came to visit the vacationing man.  As she stepped 
from her car, she said, "My, you have a lovely view here."  The man replied, "Yes, but you 
haven't seen anything yet."  He led her around behind the cottage.  When she reached the 
point where she could see part of two lakes and a range of the White Mountains in the 
distance, she said, "I have lived within 20 miles of this view all my life, and never knew it 
was here." 
 In what sense is her story your story?  In what sense have you shuffled your feet at 
the fringes of commitment but have not truly joined the dance of faith?  What's at stake is 
not heaven or hell.  But what is at stake is the rich life Christ died to give you.   
 
        Lexington Presbyterian Church 

120 South Main Street 
Lexington, Virginia  24450 
www.lexpres.org 

Endnotes: 
                                                           
1 See Luke 9:23. 
2 See Matthew 5:44. 
3 See Matthew 20:16. 
4 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich.  1975 (16th edition).  The Cost of Discipleship.  NY: Macmillan Pub. Co. Inc., 99.  Bonhoeffer 

was executed April 9, 1945, in Flossenbürg concentration camp, German. The Germans unconditionally surrendered a 

month later, on May 8, 1945. 
5 hooks, bell.  2001.  All About Love.  NY: Harper Perennial, 117.  Gloria Jean Watkins, better known by her pen name 

bell hooks, is an American author, professor, feminist, and social activist. The name "bell hooks" is borrowed from her 

maternal great-grandmother, Bell Blair Hooks (from Wikipedia). 
6 Willimon, William H.  1985.  What's Right With the Church.  San Francisco: Harper & Row Pub., 90. 
7 Story told to me by Kimberly Kennedy, the church’s Administrative Assistant. 


