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American author, salesman, and motivational speaker Zig Ziglar wrote: “My brother, the 

late Judge Ziglar, loved to tell the story of the fellow who went next door to borrow his 

neighbor’s lawnmower. The neighbor explained that he could not let him use the mower 

because all the flights had been canceled from New York to Los Angeles.  

 

“The borrower asked him what canceled flights from New York to Los Angeles had to do 

with borrowing his lawnmower.  

 

“ ‘It doesn’t have anything to do with it, but if I don’t want to let you use my lawnmower, 

one excuse is as good as another.’ ” [1] 

 

As Jesus completes his ministry in the Galilee region and begins his long journey 

toward Jerusalem, he encounters a variety of men and women; people of all types who 

offer varied excuses. He begins a process of elimination that is bound to strike us as 

rather severe — even by the standards of eHarmony.com.  

 

First, there is a Samaritan village, and Jesus discovers that there is absolutely no way 

that he is going to be able to develop a relationship with anyone there. The Samaritans 

refuse to receive him because he is heading toward Jerusalem. This is the wrong city to 

be going to or coming from if you want to feel the love from Samaritans, since their holy 

place was Mount Gerizim. 

 

It would be like going to a baseball game at Wrigley Field wearing a Milwaukee Brewers 

cap and a “Brewers Rule” T-shirt. 

 

Bottom line: These folks are absolutely incompatible. 

 

Then, Jesus encounters a man along the road, an Idealist, perhaps a Romantic or an 

Opportunist, who says to him, “I will follow you wherever you go” (Luke 9:57). 

 

But Jesus senses that the guy might have the wrong idea about the life of discipleship, 

and so Jesus administers this little test of expectations: “Foxes have holes,” says Jesus, 

“and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Luke 

9:58). 



 

We don’t know exactly what this first wanna-be disciple is expecting, but he might be 

thinking that Jesus is going to be his meal ticket. To such dreams of comfort and 

affluence, Jesus gives a rude wake-up call: “You want a life of luxury?” Jesus seems to 

be asking. “You’re looking in the wrong place.” 

 

A short time later, Jesus sees another wanna-be disciple, a Pragmatist, perhaps also a 

Hesitator. He seems responsible, reasonable, and rational — someone who has passed 

the initial round of screenings on eDiscipleship.com, and so Jesus extends the 

invitation, “Follow me.”  

 

But the fellow says, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father” (Luke 9:59). Is this an 

unreasonable demand? It doesn’t seem to be, at first. In fact, the duty to bury the dead 

was taken very seriously by devout Jews. Commentators suggest, however, it is unlikely 

that the man’s father was dead at this point. In fact, in all probability he was not even 

sick. In the culture of that time, when a person died, they were buried the same day. 

There was no hesitation. When death came, the burial proceeded quickly. So in all 

probability the father was not even sick or the son would have been at his side. What he 

likely said to Jesus was, “I want to follow you, but first I need to go home and work and 

wait until my father dies—then I will come and follow you.” 

 

“Lord, first let me go and bury my father” turns out to be a red flag on the discipleship 

survey, an answer that gets the guy tossed from the discipleship pool. “Let the dead 

bury their own dead,” insists Jesus; “but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of 

God” (Luke 59:60). 

 

Jesus sounds harsh here, and more than a little insensitive. But what he’s trying to say 

is this: If you want to be my disciple, you have to focus on life, not death. Put your 

energy into proclaiming the kingdom of God, not into digging holes for dead bodies. 

Jesus knows that corpses need to be put in the ground, but he assumes that there are 

many spiritually dead non-disciples that can do this particular duty. If you want to be a 

disciple, your focus has to be on the kingdom and nothing else. 

 

Finally, another wanna-be disciple, a Procrastinator, approaches Jesus and says, “I will 

follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home” (Luke 59:61). 

 

Jesus hits the reject button with the words, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and 

looks back is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 59:62). When Jesus talked about plowing 

and not looking back, everyone understood what he meant. If you want a straight row, 

you don’t look back behind you; you look ahead. Ever tried mowing your lawn on a 

riding mower by driving in reverse or by driving using a rearview mirror? Jesus is saying 

you must move forward, not backward.  

 



Jesus will not allow anyone to turn from the path that he is calling them to follow. He 

expects commitment. Anything less than one-hundred-percent devotion simply will not 

allow a discipleship match to be made. As it turns out, none of these people is Jesus’ 

type. Not the Idealist, the Pragmatist, or the Procrastinator. So, where does this leave 

us, individually and as a congregation?  

 

Today’s Scripture teaches us a few things: First, we need to share Jesus’ determination 

to travel to Jerusalem, and this means seeing our final goal as new and resurrected life 

with God in the now and in the future. If we focus entirely on Wall Street or Capitol Hill 

or Silicon Valley or Hollywood, if we end up putting all our passion into places that 

promise us money or power or fame, then we will find ourselves falling out of 

relationship with Jesus. It is only by traveling with him to our symbolic Jerusalem, and 

moving with him through sacrifice to new life, that we will discover our deepest 

fulfillment as human beings. That means as individuals and as a congregation we need 

to focus on what it means to sacrifice for the sake of the Kingdom. 

 

Next, we are asked to put our faith in Jesus, rather than in any of the creature comforts 

of this world. We are challenged to trust Jesus to give our lives meaning and balance 

and security—not our bank accounts, pension funds, media rooms, luxury sedans, hot 

tubs, or high-speed Internet connections. That means we as individuals, and we as a 

congregation, are called to focus on mission and ministry in the here and now—not on 

what was but what can be in the present time. 

 

Finally, we are challenged to look ahead, not back. It is so tempting to gaze at the past 

and wonder why our lives turned out the way they did, so easy to second-guess 

ourselves and play “what-if” games with the choices we have made. If St. Mark’s only 

looks back, if it only sees what it has been and what it was back then, any mission and 

ministry that are new opportunities will be lost.  

 

Theologian Richard Rohr has provided insight into this passage, and we can benefit 

from his teaching for just a bit. Rohr tells us that a shift—from following Jesus and being 

a disciple to worshipping him—has made us into a religion of “belonging and believing” 

instead of a religion of transformation.[2] And that’s where the significant difference lies.  

 

A religion of belonging and believing is concerned about who’s in and who’s out, about 

what specific doctrine people subscribe to, about how they support the institutional 

church.  

 

A religion of belonging and believing is focused on whether we all dress alike, sound 

alike, or eat the same foods.  

 

A religion of belonging and believing says that we all have to be the same, look the 

same, and spout all the same words and phrases.  



 

A religion of transformation, on the other hand, focuses on change. Changing ourselves 

into more and more of whom God is calling each of us to be, and changing the world 

around us into a more hospitable place for all of God’s creation.  

 

Transformation means that we can accept each other in spite of our differences.  

 

Transformation means that we can realize that all people are valued in the eyes of God.  

 

Transformation means that no matter what someone’s skin color is, their heritage, their 

language, their sexual orientation, their hopes and dreams, they are each valued by 

God and by us.  

 

What Richard Rohr is suggesting is much harder work. What Jesus calls us to do is 

much harder work. We can be like Elisha and ask for a double share of Elijah’s spirit. 

We can wait around for the whirlwind to pull us into heaven and hope for divine power to 

part the waters before us. Or, we can settle down and do the work given to us: to share 

love, to spread joy, to wage peace, to foster patience, to nurture kindness, to exhibit 

generosity, to seek faithfulness, to cultivate gentleness, and to strive for better self-

control. 

 

This is what it is to follow Jesus, rather than just worship him. To accept our baptismal 

calling to become dead to sin and alive unto righteousness; to seek, by word and 

example, to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly—following our God on God’s 

path. This path may lead us directly into whirlwinds or even through the valley of the 

shadow of death. But also it is the path that will lead us from sin and death to the 

kingdom of heaven now, and everlasting life in the not yet. The path can and will leave a 

world behind us a little better, a little kinder, and little safer. The path can and will leave 

us stronger, more spiritually fit, and better able to cope with whatever lies ahead. 

 

As St. Paul puts it, we are “called to freedom” (Galatians 5:13), and this freedom comes 

by leaving things behind. Maybe not every possession, maybe not every relationship, 

maybe not every thing and everyone—but certainly we are called to leave behind what 

Paul calls “the works of the flesh.” To leave behind strife, anger, quarrels, dissensions 

and factions (Galatians 5:16-21). To leave behind racism, sexism, and demeaning 

words.  

 

This is what comes of following Jesus. Not a mere religion of belonging and believing, of 

who’s in and who’s out, of what’s correct and what is not. But a lifelong journey, 

following Jesus along his same path. It is a lifelong journey of transformation of 

ourselves and of the world around us. It is a lifelong transformation of greater union with 

God. When you are transformed by God, you have no excuse.  

 



 

_________ 
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Reflection Questions: 
 

 Which one are you most often: an Idealist, a Pragmatist, or a Procrastinator?  

 Do you feel more comfortable with a religious faith of “belonging and believing” or a 

religious faith of “transformation”? 

 In what areas of your life do you want God’s help to transform you?  

  

 


