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Jesus’ words in our gospel reading sound so demanding, even harsh. To someone who
wants to follow Jesus, but first must bury their father, Jesus says, “Let the dead bury their
own dead.” It sounds like: I’m not concerned about your family obligations. I don’t care
what everyone expects of you. I’m calling you to follow me now. Then, to someone who
wants to say farewell to their family, Jesus says, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and
looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” It sounds like: I don’t need half-hearted
followers. I don’t need folks who maybe think they might want to follow me, perhaps
some day, if something else doesn’t come up. I’m calling you to follow me with singleminded determination.
It would be a mistake, though, to understand Jesus as telling us to cut off all relationship
with our families, to have no contact with them, to turn away from them and never look
back. (That’s how religious cults work, isolating the new convert from everyone who might
have any contrary influence in their lives.) In the same sort of way, it would be a mistake to
understand Jesus’ statement about foxes having holes and birds having nests, but the Son
of Man having nowhere to lay his head, as instructing us to vacate our homes and live on
the street. But we also need to be careful not to so thoroughly accommodate and
domesticate and compromise Jesus’ teaching that it becomes only something from long
ago, and as a result loses the power to speak to us and to challenge us at all.
If we are to hear Jesus rightly, we need to begin by remembering that he is on his way to
Jerusalem, and then realize what that means for him. The people he meets along the way
don’t know what is waiting for him in Jerusalem. Even the disciples seem to not know what
is waiting in Jerusalem. But Jesus knows—and we know too. Rejection by his own people
and condemnation by the Roman authorities wait for Jesus in Jerusalem. Suffering on the
cross and dying for the sake of a willful and wounded world—that is what is waiting for
Jesus in Jerusalem.
Jesus has spent his whole ministry making the kingdom of God visible in words and deeds.
The kingdom of God is forgiveness of sin, it is healing, it is freedom from every bondage, it
is restoration of relationship with God. Jesus has traveled the dusty roads up and down the
whole country. He has visited the big cities, little towns and tiny villages. He has been
calling people to follow, to find freedom and new life in him. He has been teaching in
parables, patiently picturing the kingdom of God for everyone who would listen. He has
told them how to live in the love of God, warning them against all of the things that would
draw them into bondage. But the time for patience is gone now, because with every step
Jesus comes closer to Jerusalem.
Jesus literally doesn’t have time for all of these things. He literally doesn’t have time for
folks to go home and take care of family responsibilities, because he is on his way to
Jerusalem. He doesn’t have time for people to say their good-byes and put their affairs in
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order, because for Jesus the end of the road is approaching quickly. He doesn’t have time
for folks to hem and haw and make up their minds. He doesn’t have time for James and
John and their fantasies of pouring down death and judgment on people they don’t like.
Jesus literally doesn’t have time for any of that, because he has set his face to go to
Jerusalem, and he knows exactly what is waiting for him there.
For us, the situation could hardly be more different. Jesus calls us to follow as well, but
we’ve got all the time in the world—or at least we usually think we do. We probably don’t
feel the same sense of urgency placed on us. There may be lots of other things we do feel
a sense of urgency about—maybe there’s a deadline at work, or dealing with family issues,
or trying to make up our mind about a relationship. But we can always come back to
church to hear Jesus say “follow me” again next week, or next year, or ten years from
now—which is why we may need to hear the call of Jesus in a fresh way.
Jesus is not calling us to attend church services or belong to a religious institution. When
Jesus calls us, it is to know freedom and new life in relationship with God. When Jesus calls
us, it is to forgive our sin and wipe away our guilt and remove our shame and release us
from every form of bondage, everything that diminishes our lives, everything that makes
us afraid and worried and anxious. Jesus has a new life for you, one that is bold and joyful
and full of confidence and peace. Do you really have the time to waste hanging onto your
sin? Your guilt? Your shame? Do you really have time to spend more of your life consumed
with worry and anxiety, or anger or resentment or envy? These things truly can eat a
person alive. Now, if you’re OK with that, come back in another year or two, or ten. But if
you’re ready to really start living, to live the life God intends for you, a life that is blessing
and joy, then come! This is the time to let go of all of those other things that claim you and
put their mark on you.
Jesus calls you to follow a way of living that begins and ends in trusting God. This way of
living begins with trusting that God’s mercy is for you, and by God’s merciful judgment
your sin and guilt is wiped away. By God’s action all of the things that other people might
condemn you for, or that you might condemn yourself for, have been completely dealt
with. And this way of living ends in trusting that through all of the changes and
uncertainties of life, you are held secure in God’s love. Through all of the losses of life,
through all of the painful times, right up to and including death itself, you are embraced by
God and will never be forgotten.
And in between, this way of living is shaped at every turn by trust in God. Instead of relying
on and seeking social measures of status and importance, we trust that the only truly
meaningful judgment on our worth as human beings has already been made by God who
loves us and calls us beloved children. Instead of being driven by desire, we trust in the
abundance that God provides—and then are set free to share with our many neighbors
whose needs are truly urgent, and to work for the kind of justice that means everyone is
able to have what they need to live. Instead of resorting to revenge or violence when we
are wronged, we trust that Jesus’ way of forgiveness and reconciliation is the only way that
will lead to wholeness and blessing. So instead of striking back, instead of living by an eye
for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, we learn to forgive, to love our enemies, to work for
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peace and to create bridges to bring people together. Instead of being worried and afraid
about the future, we trust that God provides the only genuine security we can know. From
this way of following, this way of living in trust, grows peace and joy and contentment, and
a generosity, with a hunger that everyone will know God’s abundance.
For us, learning to follow this way is a life-time endeavor. Through the entirety of our lives,
we are learning how to reshape our choices and decisions according to Jesus’ values—
compassion, forgiveness, reconciliation, justice, welcoming community. This life of faith
amounts to nothing less than surrendering all we are in order to belong to God and be part
of God’s great work of love to bring healing and new life to this wounded world. That’s the
invitation we receive when we hear Jesus’ call to follow—follow his way of compassion
and forgiveness as it leads us to the reign of God. Amen.
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