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Introduction

The lectionary readings for today are essentially about the cost of discipleship. This is a big subject. It is a major theme in all four gospels. At one level, the notion of discipleship is simple – it means to be a learner or a student. Within the Christian tradition, being a disciple of Jesus means learning from him and believing in him. 

But the notion of costly discipleship is rather harder. Why should being a disciple of Jesus be costly? After all, didn’t Jesus promise us an abundant life – so why the emphasis on costs? Moreover, we might look around and ask: is discipleship actually very costly for us here in St Johns. Don’t we have it all: a lovely church, friendly people to share a pew with, relative affluence, warm houses, pleasant jobs, exciting holidays, comfortable retirement, good schools, excellent lattes. Not much sign of costly discipleship here perhaps? And, if that is so, then maybe discipleship doesn’t need to be costly at all. Maybe Jesus had it all wrong. Or maybe costly discipleship was limited to the early followers of Jesus; discipleship now is quick, easy and cheap. 

Or maybe – dread the thought – we are not living as we ought. Maybe we are not living out the Gospel of Christ – whether in our workplaces, schools, community groups or our homes? Maybe we are not really being salt and light in the world? Maybe we haven’t understood the distinction between cheap Grace and costly Grace.

Recently I heard of an elderly Jew who was attracted by the life and teaching of Christ, but having observed the lives of his followers, concluded that being a Christian was far too easy and undemanding; it couldn’t possibly be true. There was nothing to it; that is, nothing at all. What a damming conclusion to draw – but perhaps understandable.

What, then, is the nature of discipleship? How might being a disciple of Jesus in the 21st century differ from being a disciple in the 1st century? What is Jesus calling us to do today? What sort of costs might there be and why?

These are difficult questions, and I can only begin to sketch some answers today.

Luke’s account of Jesus’ encounter with three would-be disciples
Let’s start by exploring the text from Luke’s Gospel (as read by Wendy Benge). The physical location for these encounters between Jesus and three would-be disciples is probably somewhere near the Sea of Galilee, not long before He began the long road to Jerusalem and the Cross. There is a parallel passage, albeit truncated, in Matthew’s gospel, and this is set between Jesus’ healing of Peter’s mother-in-law in Capernaum and the calming of the storm on the Sea of Galilee. As I consider the three would-be disciples, you might like to ask yourself whether you identify with any of them. 
The First Would-Be Disciple

Luke tells us that a man came up to Jesus as he and his disciples are walking along the road and, apparently without prompting, says to Jesus: “I will follow you wherever you go”. The man in question, according to Matthew’s account, is a teacher of the Law.  If this is so, then the offer is all the more remarkable, particularly given the hostile attitude of the religious establishment towards Jesus and hence the risks of being closely associated with this controversial, itinerant teacher and healer. We do not know what prompted this teacher of the law to make such a bold offer to follow Jesus; nor do we know what became of him. 

What we do know is Jesus response: “Foxes have holes and birds have nests but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” Not exactly a warm or embracing response! Why did Jesus react in this way? 

First, I think Jesus is highlighting the fact that there will be significant costs in following him. There would be much to give up – his possessions, job, status and family – as the original 12 disciples of Jesus could testify, people like Peter, Andrew, James and John – and no doubt also the many women and children who were attracted to Jesus’ teaching and who formed a wider circle of disciples. But there would also be risks and uncertainties. Following Jesus would certainly not bring a life of riches and security here on Earth. 

Second, at a much deeper level, Jesus may well be saying to the man: “I’m sorry; you don’t really know what you are saying: in fact, you are incapable of knowing. You cannot follow me wherever I may go, because I am on my way to the Cross. And this is a destiny that no one can choose for him or herself. It is a destiny to which one must be called, and it is a destiny to which I alone have been called by my heavenly Father.”

The Second Would-Be Disciple

Next in the passage we meet a person to whom Jesus utters the simple command: “Follow me” – just as he had done to earlier to various fishermen he handpicked beside the Sea of Galilee: “Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men” (Matt. 4:19). In the case of this second person, neither Luke nor Matthew tells us anything more about his identity or what happens to him. What we learn, however, is that this would-be disciple wants to bury his father before he takes to the road with Jesus. But our Lord counters with an abrupt response: “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God”. 

This statement is truly remarkable; in fact, it is one of the most extraordinary comments by Jesus recorded in the New Testament. The reason is simple. Jewish laws and customs required family members to give absolute priority to fulfilling their burial duties. Providing a parent with a proper, prompt burial took precedence over all the minutia of the law, including such things as serving in the Temple or killing a Passover sacrifice. Moreover, for a son to ignore his responsibilities to bury his father would be seen as a serious breach of the commandment to “Honour your father and your mother…” (Exodus 20: 12). 

Interestingly, Luke does not tell us whether the man’s father is already dead or whether he is on the point of death. But if the father had indeed just died, then the son would probably have been fulfilling his burial duties, and is unlikely to have been in a situation where an encounter with Jesus, as described by Matthew and Luke, would have occurred.

But whether the man’s father was dead or about to die, what did Jesus mean by his words to the man: “Follow me” and “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God”?

First, notice that Jesus says “Follow me”. He wanted the man to embrace a person, Himself, not an abstract idea, or a principle, or a series of rules or a philosophy of life. Jesus was calling the man into a relationship with Himself – a life of service, trust and obedience. This is a simple, but utterly fundamental point, and all too easy to overlook.

Second, I suspect that Jesus actually meant the man literally to follow him – that is, to walk with him, and join the other disciples on his wandering, preaching mission. It was not a request simply to follow his example or abide by his teachings. Of course, today Jesus is not physically present, so we cannot follow him around the countryside in the way that His original disciples did. But this does not mean that the experience of these early disciples is irrelevant to us today; we can still learn from their example – in terms of values, concerns and priorities. 

Third, Jesus is drawing a distinction between spiritual and physical death: “Let the dead bury their own dead”. The physically dead cannot actually do any burying, but the spiritually dead can. In effect, Jesus is saying: “come alive, move from spiritual death to spiritual life. Don’t be bound by the things that bring death; choose Life. “Follow me: I am the way, the truth and the life.” (John)

Fourth, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer highlights in his inspiring book – The Cost of Discipleship (p.65) – Jesus is also saying that “nothing on earth, however sacred, must be allowed to come between Jesus and the person he has called – not even the law itself”. Writing in the midst of the Second World War and the growing Nazi holocaust of the Jews, Bonhoeffer contends: “Now, if never before, the law must be broken for the sake of Jesus, it forfeits all its rights if it acts as a barrier to discipleship”. 

In short, Jesus is saying that the call to follow Him takes precedence over everything else in life – status, career, possessions, a nation’s laws and even one’s family. There is nothing in all creation that is more important. Why? Because He, Jesus, is the Messiah. He is God in our midst, in full human personhood. He is our maker and redeemer. Only the Christ has the right and authority to say “Follow me”. He alone has the right and authority to claim our absolute trust and obedience, indeed our very lives – heart, mind, body and soul. When Jesus calls us to follow Him, we must not deny him, dilly dally or delay. 

But remember that Jesus is also our friend and loves us tenderly. He is the one who says: “Come to me, all those who are burdened and weighed down with cares, and I will give you rest. …”  He calls us by his Grace, not as some arbitrary tyrant or arrogant guru.

Notice, too, what Jesus tells the man that he must do: “proclaim the Kingdom of God”. Tell others about me. Live out the Gospel of life in word and deed. Love others as God loves you. … It is a very short step from faith to action – to word and deed.

The Third Would-Be Disciple

We come, then, to the final section of this short passage. A third would-be disciple comes up to Jesus and, perhaps prompted by the encounter he has just witnessed, says to Him: “I will follow you, Lord [notice what he calls Jesus]; but first let me go back and say good-bye to my family. Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God”.

Like the first would-be disciple, the third makes the offer to follow Jesus on his own initiative, almost as if it is a career or spiritual journey that he has mapped out for himself. As Bonhoeffer points out: 

There is, however, a difference between the first would-be disciple and the third, for the third is bold enough to stipulate his own terms (and conditions). Unfortunately, however, he lands himself in a hopeless inconsistency, for although he is ready enough to throw in his lot with Jesus, he succeeds in putting up a barrier between himself and the Master. [“You’ll need to wait for me”, he says, “because I’ve got other things to do first”.] 

“He wants to follow”, says Bonhoeffer, “but feels obliged to insist on his own terms. Discipleship to him is a possibility which can only be realized when certain conditions have been fulfilled”. 

But as Bonhoeffer argues, when we attach our own conditions to following Jesus:

then discipleship is no longer discipleship, but a programme of our own arranged to suit ourselves, and to be judged in accordance with the standards of a rational ethic.  … By making his offer on his own terms, he alters the whole position, for discipleship can tolerate no conditions which come between Jesus and our obedience to him. Hence the third disciple finds himself at loggerheads not only with Jesus, but also with himself. His desires conflict not only with what Jesus wants, but also with what he wants himself. He judges himself, and decides against himself.

I wonder how many of us find ourselves in the same position, of wanting to be a disciple but wanting to do so on our own terms, or at our own pace, or at the time of our choosing.

Notice how Jesus responds to this third would-be disciple: short, pithy and using an analogy that would be well understood by his listeners in the 1st century:  “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God”. Translated into modern parlance: “No one who wants to succeed in a particular career and constantly fails to apply herself to the task in hand deserves to get the required qualification.

Again we see in Jesus response the sheer starkness and striking challenge of his call. True discipleship requires a sincere, wholehearted and single-minded obedience; half-heartedness and two-mindedness is not what He is after. 

Summary

From this passage in Luke, therefore, we learn the following things about being a disciple of Jesus:
· It is Jesus who calls us; not the other way around.

· It involves following a person, not a series of rules.

· It involves a high level of commitment, indeed our absolute priority.

· It involves giving up something, putting certain things behind us and taking on totally different priorities and values. There is something utterly transformative about it.

· And we are not to impose our own terms and conditions. It is not for us to bargain with God.

Before concluding, let me say a few more words about the costliness of discipleship. 

The Cost of Discipleship

There are at least three reasons why being a disciple of Jesus is costly today – not necessarily in exactly the same way as it was in the 1st century AD, but costly nonetheless. The first reason relates to the disordered nature of the world in which we live, which is marred by human evil, tragedy and suffering. If we become involved in the struggle against evil – in its many and different forms – we will inevitably face opposition, criticism, abuse and even worse.

The second reason lies within ourselves: to be a sincere, wholehearted disciple of Jesus means giving up certain things – such as particular ambitious, dreams, attitudes and values – and taking on different goals and values. This is a constant process, and a painful one. There will be lots of little deaths along the way.

The third reason lies in the nature of what Jesus is calling us to do and become: he wants us to share with him in His work to redeem and transform the world, to be his hands and his feet in the grand task of building His new creation. This kind of work cannot be other than costly; but nor is it without its deep rewards and joys.

The precise nature of the costs for each of us will be different, but there will be some costly things that are required of us. Let me mention just one of these: the requirement to be forgiving and to work for reconciliation.

The Challenge of Forgiveness

The New Testament makes it clear that forgiveness is not an optional extra. The Lord’s prayer and many of Jesus’ parables emphasize the importance of forgiveness, as does, of course, the very work of Jesus on the Cross. Moreover, the New Testament makes plain that our forgiveness must be continuous, repeated and never-ending. We must have a forgiving nature, attitude or disposition, not a calculating, judgemental one; not one that keeps a score of wrongs against us. Equally, our forgiveness must be unlimited and unconditional; there must be no strings attached. We cannot say, “well, I’ll forgive you if you forgive me”. Rather, we are commanded to repay evil with good (Matt. 5:44; Romans 12:17). 

But let’s be honest about all this. Genuinely forgiving someone does not come easily or naturally. It is very hard work. It involves giving up something – such as our urge to get back at the person who has hurt us, or imposing conditions. It involves us breaking the vicious cycle of tit for tat. In involves absorbing the very real pain and hurt that someone has caused us, and bearing it within ourselves, rather than fighting back. And it involves us taking the initiative and striving to rebuild a broken relationship with the person who has hurt us – striving to become reconciled. 

This is all very, very hard work. Yet this is what is required of all of us who have been called to follow Christ. Just as God has forgiven us, so too we must forgive; this is not an optional extra; it is an imperative; we must forgive those who sin against us.

Conclusion

In short, discipleship is costly. The precise nature of these costs will differ from one person to another, but some of the costs we will share by virtue of our common humanity. One of these is the ongoing and difficult tasks of forgiving and seeking reconciliation. Let us all take up this task today and everyday, not alone, but strengthened by our fellowship together in Christ and through the love and power of the indwelling Spirit of God. 

