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A little over a year ago, many of us were shocked (and fascinated) by some images we saw on 

the news night after night for several weeks.  It may not be that easy to guess what news story I 

am referring to, since (sadly) so many news stories are pretty shocking.  This one was a little 

different precisely because it was something we don’t see very often.  I’m referring to the violent 

eruptions of Mt. Kilauea in Hawaii. The images on TV were unbelievable, almost mesmerizing 

--- the kinds of things we usually only see in movies.  Thick, glowing lava seemed to be flowing 

everywhere.  All sorts of stuff was being ejected high into the air (including boulders the size of 

small cars). Huge cracks were suddenly and unpredictably opening up on the sides of the 

mountain.  It was kind of horrifying and beautiful all at the same time.  

 

For people living on the Big Island, this was not as unexpected as it was for those of us living 

elsewhere.  As it turns out --- Kilauea is probably the most active volcano on earth, and has 

essentially been erupting continuously for well over three decades.  What made this event 

unique, however, was the violent nature of this particular moment in the life of the mountain. 

Hawaiians were quite used to Kilauea smoking and glowing and oozing and such.  That didn’t 

faze them too much.   What they weren’t used to, however, was having to flee their homes.  If 

you remember, the amount of flow, and its speed, and the direction it took put all sorts of people 

and property in harm’s way.  And the authorities made many people evacuate their residences 

rather than allow them to stand their ground and wait to see what would happen. And so, people 

did precisely that.  They listened to those in charge, those responsible for their well-being. But 

they could only take a few things --- whatever they could toss in their car or truck. And that 

meant that they had to leave an awful lot of stuff behind --- things that might wind up getting 

consumed by the unstoppable force heading their way. And for many, deciding what to take (and 

what to leave behind) was gut-wrenching.   

 

“No one who sets a hand to the plow and looks to what was left behind is fit for the kingdom 

of God.”  So says Jesus to someone who expressed interest in following him.  This person 

simply wanted to say goodbye to his family.  Seems like a reasonable request.  And he probably 

thought Jesus would simply say something like, “Sure. No problem.  Go do what you have to 

do.”  Instead, he got the somewhat stern statement above. This came right on the heels of his 

harsh (almost insensitive) statement to another would-be-follower who had wanted to bury his 

father before joining Jesus on the road.  To him he said, “Let the dead bury their dead.”  

 

Ya gotta give it to Jesus.  He sure doesn’t mince words. Sometimes, I think we consider our faith 

to be something we “add-on” to our life.  We have our work and our play, our family and our 

friends, our likes and our dislikes, our strengths and our weaknesses --- and our religion. It’s one 

part of who we are, one more “tool” in life’s toolbox.  And so, we carry it around and pull it out 

when needed.  When we’re done using it for whatever we need to use it for, we tuck it away and 

go on living as we had before, kind of doing what we want, saying what we want, thinking how 

we want to think --- embracing behaviors and attitudes that “work for us”. 

 



Now, I’m over-simplifying --- but you get the picture.  And I’m not saying that we don’t think 

our faith is important.  We wouldn’t be sitting in these pews if we didn’t put a certain amount of 

value on our faith. But in the Gospel story, Jesus is driving home the point that discipleship is 

demanding, following him takes everything, choosing to walk with him on the journey he 

chooses for us cannot be truly done half-heartedly. In other words --- our life of faith, our life as 

a follower of Jesus is not simply one thing among many, not simply a “part” of our life, not just 

one thing we haul around in life’s backpack and bring out when it suits us.  No --- if faith is 

what we say it is, if Jesus is WHO we say he is, then everything else must be secondary --- 

even some of the things we consider most precious, even some of the things that feel 

irreplaceable. Put another way --- when we “sign-on” to following the Lord, we can’t just add it 

to the person we are.  Rather, faithful discipleship requires that we leave some things behind, 

refuse to cling to anything but God: our selfishness and inflated egos, our attachments to the 

things of this world, our grudges and past hurts, our lack of generosity, our fears, our 

hopelessness, our negativity, our cynicism --- the list could go on and on and on.  Saying “yes” 

to Jesus means turning our backs on everything that could hold us back.  It even means that 

the relationships we hold most dear cannot be more important than our relationship with God --- 

no matter how impossible that sounds.  

 

So, I leave you (and me) with a question. Imagine a house.  Imagine it is filled with everything 

precious to you --- every material thing, every quality, every accomplishment, every person. 

Now, imagine that faith in Jesus is in that house too.  And you’re leaving that house behind, 

forever --- but you can only take ONE thing. What would that one thing be? - Hint: Jesus 

seems to be expecting only one answer!) 


