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The Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Luke 14: 25-35
September 5, 2010


As most of you know, the book we read for the Summer Book Discussion group was C.S. Lewis,’ Mere Christianity.  Although considered a classic piece of Christian literature, I think everyone who participated in the discussion would agree that it is not necessarily the easiest read in the world.  Lewis tends to love long and complicated illustrations to make his point.  Often it seems that by the time you reach the end of the illustration you forget what point he was trying to make in the first place.   


That said, recognizing that there are those who will disagree with me, the book is still worth the read.  I say that because in the midst of what might seem like so much clutter, Lewis provides some real gems for our faith; things that make you sit back and think more deeply on what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ.  Important things that we really should consider.

One such gem, I must admit, really impacted me and I have been giving it a lot of thought ever since I read it.  In fact, I spent a lot of time thinking about it as I sat on the beach and watched the waves roll onto the shore.  I suppose if you are going to contemplate matters of faith, you might as well do it at the beach!  Regardless, it relates very well to what I think we would all agree is a very difficult gospel lesson for today from Luke, chapter 14.  In chapter 2 of book 2, after a discussion concerning the simplicity of atheism as a belief system, Lewis writes:

Very well then, atheism is too simple.  And I will tell you another view that is too simple.  It is the view I call Christianity-and-water, the view which simply says there is a good God in Heaven and everything is all right – leaving out all the difficult and terrible doctrines about sin and hell and the devil, and the redemption.  Both these are boys philosophies.


It is no good asking for a simple religion.  After all, real things are not simple.


Now, the reason that this really hit me is because I think that what we all hope for not so deep down inside is a simple religion; one that doesn’t place too many demands on us.  I want a religion that tells me that everything with God is OK and that permits me to live my life pretty much the way I want to without changing too much.  Now, when I say that I’m not saying that I want to go out and live a life of flagrant sin.  I’m not looking to take up debauchery as a lifestyle but I want a religion that doesn’t really demand that I go the extra mile, that doesn’t insist that I put my faith first, that doesn’t require that I must change all that much about me and my life; one that doesn’t insist that I break totally away from the world and its ways so that I don’t have to live like a misfit in the world.  That’s a simple religion.

Well, our Gospel lesson for today clearly demonstrates that Christianity is anything but simple.  In fact, you will probably not find a more difficult passage in all the Scriptures. And when I say “difficult” I do not mean “difficult to understand.”  No, I understand it quite well . . . but . . . that is the problem.  I don’t know that I want to understand it because, to be perfectly honest, this text makes me more than a bit uncomfortable.  


And if you also don’t find this text more than a bit uncomfortable, then I am going to challenge you by saying that you must not have been paying attention when I read it a few moments ago.  In this text, Jesus, in the boldest and starkest terms lays out the fact that there is a cost to discipleship, there is a cost to being one of his followers and for those who want to follow him, you had better assess that cost.


Now, I know that as soon as I say something like “there is a cost to discipleship” our Lutheran, false-teaching antennae go on full alert.   “Wait a minute pastor!  What do you mean there is a cost to discipleship?  I thought the beauty of the gospel was that we are saved freely, by grace through faith on account of Jesus’ death and resurrection?  Are you now preaching salvation by works?  Are you now saying that our salvation is somehow conditional on something that we must do?”

Well, while I applaud anyone who is on guard against the preaching of salvation by works, it is important that we understand what Jesus is saying here, so, to borrow a phrase used quite often by our current President, “let me be clear.” What Jesus sets up here is one of the many paradoxes of Scripture.  A paradox, as you know, is two seemingly contradictory truths both of which nonetheless remain true.  The bible is replete with paradoxes; beautiful and wonderful paradoxes, actually.  For example, the Scriptures tell us, “In order to live you must die.  The first shall be last and the last will be first.  The humble will be exalted and the exalted will be humbled.  In the weakness of the cross we see the almighty power of God.  In order to be the greatest you must be a servant to all.”  

Those are just few of paradoxes we find, but in this case, we see the paradox that, yes, Jesus saves us totally and completely by his grace and that we do not merit this grace in any way shape or form.  It is a grace given us by the mercy of God who has taken pity on us, poor sinners who cannot save ourselves.  He loved us and poured out the blood of Jesus to cover our many sins so that we might have the hope of eternal life.  It is not earned by our works.  It is by that grace and grace alone that we are saved.  And, I must add, that it was a most costly grace for the price paid was the innocent, bitter sufferings and death of Jesus.  That is the truth the bible proclaims and that is how we become disciples.  And yet, there is another unmistakable truth that Jesus teaches:  there is a cost to being a disciple of Jesus.  


Jesus’ words in Luke’s gospel are direct and to the point.  Three times in the text Jesus seems to emphasize that certain conditions must exist in order to be a disciple.  Verse 26:  if you don’t disown your family, then you cannot be his disciple.  V 27:  if you do not bear your own cross then you cannot be his disciple.  And finally v 33:  if you do not renounce all that you have, then you cannot be his disciple.  
 


What Jesus says is challenging and we have to take him seriously.  Now, I suppose we could try to soften what Jesus says here a bit.  In fact, in verse 26 where Jesus says we are to “hate” our family, the word translated as “hate” is idiomatic and is probably better understood as “love less.” In other words, Jesus is not saying that we should become hostile to our family or that we wish them harm but that our love for him is to exceed even that of our love for the closest members of our family.  We are to love no one above him.  No one or no thing is to take a higher priority than Jesus and his Word and his will.  I guess another way of saying this is that we are to “Love the Lord our God with all of our heart, with all of our soul and with all of our mind.”   

In other words, the call to be a disciple is a call to full commitment and nothing less than a full commitment will do.  What he is saying is that when it comes to following him, there is no room for half-hearted discipleship.  With Jesus it is all or nothing.  Either we are totally in his camp or we are not.  There is no in between.  There is no one foot in his kingdom and one foot in the world.  There is no living the new life in him as a baptized child of God and a holding on to our old life in this world.  Discipleship can’t be like the guy who sits by the edge of the pool and just lets his feet dangle in the water.  The consequence of the grace that brings us into discipleship is that we become totally immersed.

And that, my dear friends, is what is so intimidating about this text.  Total immersion is scary.  Do you understand what it means to be a totally immersed disciple?  It means that we will stick out like a sore thumb in the world.  It means taking moral positions completely contrary to the morality of the world.  It means swimming upstream against the currents of a culture that is more and more quickly abandoning any semblance of morality.  It means standing up for what is right according to God’s word and not just when it is simple and convenient but all the time.  It means putting the needs of your neighbor ahead of your own not just when you like him but even when you don’t like him.  It means turning the other cheek.  It means walking the extra mile.  It means not hiding the fact that you are a Christian so that you can avoid persecution or being ostracized.  It means being willing to have people hate you and criticize you for what you believe.  It means living for Jesus and not yourself.  It means a radical renunciation of a self-willed life.  It is coming to understand that you don’t matter but that Jesus alone matters.  

My dear friends in Christ, grace indeed calls us but the calling is not a simple one.  It is a most demanding one.   While becoming a Christian is easy, in that Jesus has done it all, being a Christian, living as a Christian is another matter entirely.   I guess a good way to think about this is that the cost of discipleship is not what we pay to be saved, but it is a consequence for being saved.  It is a consequence of the grace which Jesus gives to us.  And when you think about that grace, that Jesus shed his bled that you might receive that grace, do you not think that it call us to live in a manner that is better and more noble than the way the world lives at large?  Of course it does.

Does this text make you squirm a little?  It does me.  One cannot read this without doing some self-assessment of your faith and, again, if you are like me, that self-assessment leads me to just how short I fall.  To be honest, too often, I want that simple religion.  Too often, I want to cheapen the grace that Jesus offers me by using it as a quick medicine to alleviate any spiritual discomfort I might feel.  How many of us actually use his grace as a sort of dispensation to excuse my unwillingness to follow him completely?  “Oh, Jesus forgives me anyway so I don’t really need to be all that concerned about how I live.” My dear friends in Christ, if you think that the grace by which you have been called to be a disciple requires anything short of a full commitment, then you are plainly and simply wrong.  How we live does matter.  And that is not Pastor Riordan saying it; it is Jesus who is saying it.

So, have I sufficiently discouraged you?  Are you thinking, “Gee Pastor Riordan must have had a pretty crummy vacation!”  Well, believe it or not, my goal is not to discourage you but, as much as we would like to bury passages like this in the sand, we can’t.  It is a demanding text which demands our attention.  And when we give it our attention what we find is that it places demands on us that we must all admit we cannot always meet.  None of us lives fully committed lives.  Too often, our discipleship is half-hearted at best.  But here is the funny thing about discipleship, in fact, it is another paradox, confessing that we cannot meet the demands is where discipleship actually begins.

Let me tell you what this text does for me:  it empties me.  I read this text and I find myself standing before Jesus with nothing to offer.  I stand before him paradoxically as one who acknowledges the total commitment he has called me to but as one who still fears it.  I stand before him as nothing and as one in need of constant repentance.  And you know, I really do think that is a main part of what Jesus is trying to accomplish here.  He has held a standard for discipleship before our eyes, one that calls for complete fidelity to him, and it shows us just our far short we fall and our reluctance to pay the cost for discipleship.  


And, in seeing that, we repent and seek his grace that called us in the first place.  And in that grace he forgives us, he wipes away all those times when we have failed to put him first, to live for him or when we were simply too ashamed of him to let the world know that we are indeed one of his followers.  And in that grace, that most costly grace, he renews our call to be his disciples and he empowers us to go back out into the world to live for him.  Jesus’ words here drive us to his grace so that we might die to self and in that death of self we realize that “I” don’t matter but only he does.  

I have to tell you that in many ways I wanted to skip preaching on this text today.  First, it is my first Sunday back from vacation and I didn’t want you all thinking that I’m crabby because I have to get back to work.  Second, though, and more importantly, I knew we had Mitchell’s baptism today and I wanted to preach a message that would share the joy that God now feels because Mitchell has become his child.  But Cheryl and Jim, this text is so important for Mitchell’s baptism.  You need to know what he is getting himself into.  In baptism today God has granted him the fullness of the saving work of Jesus Christ.  Jesus paid the cost and now, Mitchell, having been called by God’s grace, has entered discipleship.  It will not always be easy.  In fact, it will often be hard.  To quote C.S. Lewis again, “It is no good asking for a simple religion.  After all, real things are not simple.”  Real things aren’t simple and this Christian faith to which he has come is the real thing.  It is real life, real forgiveness and real salvation.  It is the real faith that frees us from the curse of sin and promises life everlasting.  It is the real faith teaches God’s truth, all of it, and understands that when we fail to live up to that truth, God is there with his grace for the sake of Jesus Christ to forgive us.  

Yes, there is a cost to disciple and it is a humbling cost but it helps us to realize that the path of discipleship is in many ways circular.  It is a continual returning to the source.  It is a continual turning to Jesus and with each return for more of his grace we grow to realize that we as his disciples are to become so small, so weak and so unable that all that is left is Jesus and on him alone we depend.

And that is a paradox as well. We only truly live as his disciples when we forget about ourselves.  We are only truly empowered to live for him when we are at our weakest and we  depend upon his grace the most.  We only truly live when we die to self.  To God be the glory.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
