
 
  
 
 As I was working on this sermon, I ran across a cartoon on-line. The would-be 
follower of Jesus tells him, “I hate my father, my mother, my wife, my children, my 
brothers, my sisters, and myself.” Jesus responds, “Okay. You’re in.” 
 
 Such a caricature (and that’s what it is) works as humor because it seems to capture 
a rather absurd reading of the text, one that is easy to do. After all, Jesus does say to hate 
all these things in order to be his disciple. He does paint a picture of a costly discipleship 
in which it seems he is asking them to give up family and possessions in order to follow 
him. 
 
 After I preached this text three years ago, someone came through the line and said, 
“This all sounds rather cult-like to be. You know that church up Franklin Road that 
makes anyone who joins it sign over their possessions? That’s what this sounds like.” 
 
 I responded, “I’m going to give that a try next stewardship season, the whole cult 
thing.” He laughed. I laughed.  
 
 And that’s often how we deal with troublesome texts like this, ones that on the 
surface seem to ask the impossible. We dismiss them. We laugh them off. We make jokes 
about cults and stewardship. Anything to keep this explosive text from getting too close 
to us. 
 
 When I run across a text like this, I remember the words of David Buttrick, my 
preaching professor in divinity school, who was not one to shy away from troubling texts. 
He would say, “If we believe what we say we believe about the Bible, then what we 
expect the text to proclaim is the gospel, and the gospel is always going to be about the 
radical grace of God. Stay with the text till the grace comes.”   
 
 If we hold on for the grace, if we dwell with these words, if we open our hearts and 
humble ourselves before the call they issue, they will reveal a discipleship, a sacrifice, a 
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following that does not diminish our lives, but gives our lives the quality Jesus calls 
elsewhere “abundant life.”  
 
 Jesus calls us here to a kind of attentiveness to the presence and power of God that 
puts all other allegiances and loyalties in a secondary place – not an unimportant place, 
but a secondary place, a place where our loyalty to Christ redefines all our other loyalties. 
The context is clear. There are large, enthusiastic crowds following after Jesus, but not 
necessarily following him. They have no idea that Jesus is on the way to the cross. They 
have no idea what following him will cost them, what he is asking of them.  
 
 Fred Craddock puts it well. “What does Jesus have to say to hasty volunteers? In 
sum, his word is, ‘Think about what you are doing and decide if you are willing to stay 
with me all the way.’” Pay attention to what is going on. Pay attention to what God is 
doing in me and in you. And then count the cost. Make a decision.  
 
 The Greek word translated “hate” has the connotation of “love less.” It does not 
carry the emotional meaning we ascribe to the word today. It literally meant to 
“reprioritize,” even your most basic relationships – to family, to wealth, to yourself – in 
light of the call to follow Christ. Today’s English Version translation gets closer to the 
sense of the Greek, “Unless you love me more than father, mother…”  
 
  A few years ago one of our Sunday school classes studied Diana Butler Bass’s 
book, “Christianity after Religion.” She argues in the book that Christianity in the 21st 
century must move beyond “believing” in the way we tend to think about that word. Our 
practice has been to consider faith or belief as assent to a set of doctrines, an attitude 
primarily of the mind. She wants us to move to a deeper meaning of faith, which comes 
from the Latin, “fide,” meaning, to “give one’s heart to.” She suggests a new word, not 
believe, but “belove.” 
 
 Is this not what Jesus asks those who are clamoring to be with him, the large 
crowds that perhaps think he is leading a political revolution or maybe a parade? He turns 
to them and says, “I’m not looking for your vote, I’m not looking for your endorsement, 
I’m not looking for your money, I’m not even looking for your time or your good deeds. 
What I want is something more radical than all those gifts, the one thing that will put all 
those gifts in their proper perspective – I’m looking for you. I want your heart.” 
 
 The call to discipleship is a call to this kind of focus and determination.  
 
 But here’s the thing. The focus and determination are a gift. Paul Tillich, one of the 
most influential Christian theologians of the 20th century, wrote, “The cross is the symbol 



of a gift before it is the symbol of a demand.” Karl Barth, another great theologian and 
contemporary of Tillich’s, and one of the German resisters to Adolf Hitler, says, “God 
has given us this special light, the cross, to bear.” 
 
 To carry the cross is to take up this light, to create space within ourselves for it to 
shine into the darkness, to shine into every area of our lives, until we are transformed by 
this grace into disciples. The only way we can do this is not by force of will, but by force 
of prayer; the only way this happens is by the same grace that took Jesus to the cross. 
 
 Every ministry of this congregation is a response to that grace, and in our response, 
we prepare ourselves, body and soul, to be formed by this grace, until all our priorities 
are aligned with God’s calling upon us in Jesus Christ. We will never do this perfectly or 
completely. That is why we pray prayers of confession every week, and I suspect every 
day. And yet, to put ourselves in this place where grace has been known to happen, to 
every week come to be reminded of our birth in baptismal waters, to come to this table to 
hear the invitation, that there is room for us, there is grace in bread and wine - this is not a 
burden, but a great joy.  
 
 On this Rally Day, when we begin our Christian education ministries for a new 
year, let us be reminded that every class, every small group, every confirmation student 
and covenant partner relationship, every new learning, every relationship formed, all of it 
is an expression of and response to the grace that echoed from the Galilean hillside long 
ago – carry your cross, and follow me. Friends, let us see that call for what it is, a call to 
joyous, abundant life. 
 
 One of you comes out the door every Sunday and says to me, “Pastor, it is good to 
be here. There’s no place in the world I’d rather be.” It strikes me every time I hear it that 
it is not just about this community, but about the community that follows the Jesus that 
has claimed his life. Such an affirmation comes from a soul that has learned to find the 
deepest joy, the life Jesus calls abundant, in taking up the cross, a soul that has stayed 
with the text till the grace comes through. May it be so for all of us. Amen. 
 
  


