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I use one of those Bibles that subdivides scripture passages and gives titles to the various 

sections. In that Bible, the second part of today’s gospel comes under the heading “Would-Be 

Followers of Jesus”. 

 

I want to take issue with that heading. First of all, we’re not told what these three prospective 

disciples actually do after Jesus responds to them. I want to give them a break. Maybe they 

decide they really do want to be “all in”: willing to be peripatetic and homeless; willing to let 

Dad’s burial be conducted by those who don’t really understand what new life means anyway; or 

deciding that first saying good-bye to their families, though emotionally appealing, is in fact 

over-rated. Much like the rich young man Jesus encounters in other gospel stories, the one who 

goes away sorrowful when Jesus tells him to sell all he has and give the money to the poor (I’ve 

always secretly hoped that young man would go away and decide to do exactly that and then 

catch up with Jesus later!) I want to give these well-meaning “would-be disciples” another 

chance. I want Jesus to give them another chance. I want Jesus to give them another chance 

because so often, I need Jesus to give ME another chance too! 

 

These eleven verses of Luke’s gospel constitute a pivotal point both in Jesus’ life and ministry 

and in the gospel itself: When the days drew near for [him] to be taken up, he set his face to go 

to Jerusalem. (9:51) That is a very deliberate statement; it suggests a fundamental change from 

what had been happening before; a shedding of all but what is absolutely necessary not only to 

get him to Jerusalem and all that awaits him there, but that will, along the way, create the kind of 

following and community that will assure the endurance, the permanence, of the kingdom 

message.  

 

Consider everything that Jesus has done so far, everything that’s happened to him: inaugurating 

the kingdom message when he reads from Isaiah at the synagogue in Capernaum; calling the 

disciples to follow him; healing, exorcising, raising the dead; the other miracles – feeding 5000, 

calming the elements; all the teaching and preaching, the things that  draw crowds and attract the 

attention of Jews and Gentiles alike; and being validated, not once but twice, as God’s beloved 

Son – at his baptism and on the mountaintop at the transfiguration. Consider all that, and it’s 

obvious that Jesus has demonstrated who he is and what he is about. He has built his resume, if 

you will, and it’s impressive!  

 

But along the way, Jesus has begun to make some rather ominous claims about himself and 

about any “would-be disciples” who come his way. He warns that “the Son of Man must undergo 

great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the 

third day be raised.” He states that any who wish to follow him must deny themselves and take 

up their cross daily; if they want to save their life they will lose it, and if they lose their life for 

his sake they will save it. (9:22-24) These are not easy words to hear. 

 

And there are distractions, too. So often those closest to him are as yet unable to get their minds 

around the true meaning and cost of his message and ministry. They don’t understand and are 

afraid to ask. They argue amongst themselves – “Who is the greatest?” Peter seeks to prolong a 



moment that cannot be preserved on the mountain. And now, James and John want to command 

“fire from heaven” to consume and destroy a Samaritan village that will not accept Jesus and his 

disciples. But Jesus has set his face to go to Jerusalem, and there is no time for distractions, no 

room for excuses.  

 

So, to all the would-be disciples whom Jesus invites, who are so sure they can follow Jesus 

wherever he goes, Jesus says: this is going to make you really uncomfortable; are you willing to 

risk feeling as if you have no home except with me? To all the would-be disciples whom Jesus 

invites who are so sure they can follow Jesus but who first have to take care of family or perhaps 

social or business obligations, or even say a final good-bye to a precious loved one, Jesus says: 

you’ve got to let those who cannot embrace kingdom life take care of themselves, and you 

cannot look back at your old life. And those last two are so very, very difficult. I actually recall it 

was three lectionary cycles (9 years) ago that I had to preach this text when several parishioners 

had just lost parents 6 to 8 weeks prior. It was hard to do that, because it sounds like such a cruel 

message, especially when people are grieving. It doesn’t sound like the compassionate Jesus we 

have come to know. But it’s not that Jesus lacks compassion: we’ve been following Luke’s 

gospel and so we’ve seen it in just recently when he healed the centurion’s servant and raised 

from death the son of the widow at Nain.  

 

This isn’t about an absence of compassion – perhaps that argument is just one more distraction. 

It’s about the urgency of the kingdom message, the message that Jesus has been sent to proclaim  

and that those who commit to following him have got to make their first priority “in thought, 

word, and deed”, as we say. And that’s why I need Jesus to give me another chance, time and 

time again. Maybe you do, too. Because there are those times when it’s just easier to leave the 

cross for someone else to take up, when I can always offer to Jesus what Garrison Keillor calls 

“the yeah-buttal” – “yeah, but what about…” Just like those would-be followers in Luke’s 

gospel, I can always think of a reason to put things off: I’m too tired, it’s too hard, I’m not really 

equipped to do that, it’s too scary…and for preachers, there’s always the fear that telling the hard 

truth of the gospel and what it calls out of all of us will alienate our parishioners. (There, you’ve 

heard it from the preacher’s mouth!) 

 

But I don’t want to be a “would-be” disciples; I want to be all in, and I hope you do too, because 

we, all of us, are a part of the Jesus movement. And there are hungry people to feed, and 

marginalized people to bring into the fullness of society and community; there are poor and 

suffering and in need of help and compassion; there are societal structures in need of reform if 

we are to create true communities of justice, mercy, and peace. So the Jesus movement takes us 

to Jerusalem, where we must face up to whatever God calls out of us to help make the reign of 

God a reality. That’s why Jesus was so resolute about heading there himself and so unyielding 

about the cost of following him.  

 

Because without Jerusalem there can be no cross, no death; and as we know, without death there 

can be no resurrection: no final, divine proof that the agents of death will never have the last 

word. 


