
The Road Less Travelled

2 Kings 2:1-2, 6-14; Psalm 77:1-2, 11-20; Galatians 5:1, 13-25; Luke 9:51-62

New Testament scholar Richard Hays says that there seems to be this inexorable tendency

among us Christians to reduce the claims of Jesus to the level of just plain, ordinary, widely affirmed,

common sense.

You can hear the gospel of common sense preached as you surf the web and listen to many

of the sermons posted there. Often the sermons are lively and engaging, well-delivered and

interesting. But the message being preached there tends to be little more than common sense.

Congregations are being told how to have happier marriages, how to find satisfaction in their work,

how to live with a positive attitude. Some of it is good advice, but the advice being given isn’t much

different from the advice one might receive from any fairly wise person whom you asked, “How can I

live a better life?”

What if Jesus did not come to us to enable us to live better lives? What if the way of Jesus is a

way that is strikingly different from the way of common sense?

I’ve got this on my mind because in today’s Gospel Jesus is on his way toward Jerusalem.

And you know what will happen there. Jesus is about to take up his cross and go down a narrow path

that few want to tread. And yet on his way, he invites people to walk with him. He sends a couple of

his disciples on ahead of him to a village of Samaritans, a place they don’t want to go. 

“But the Samaritan villagers refused to welcome him” (9:53). The emissaries from Jesus face

outright rejection from the Samaritans. Why did they reject Jesus? “Because he was determined to

go to Jerusalem.” They don’t reject Jesus because of differences with his interpretation of scripture or

because they found him offensive. They reject walking with him because of the way he is walking. 

And the disciples, after the Samaritans’ rejection, urge Jesus to incinerate those Samaritans. I
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am not sure where that idea comes from but when I was looking at the lectionary readings for this

Sunday I mistakenly began in chapter one of 2 Kings rather than in chapter 2. In case you haven’t

memorized the Hebrew Scriptures it is the story of Ahab’s son Ahaziah who had “provoked the anger

of the Lord the God of Israel, as his father had done.” (1:53) Now he has taken a tumble, injured

himself and sends messengers to inquire of the god Baal-zebub to find out if he will make it or not.

Unfortunately they bump into Elijah who has been directed by God to meet them and Elijah tells them

that Ahaziah won’t in fact, make it, he is going to die. 

When Ahaziah gets the news, he wants to hear it from the prophet himself so he sends a

squad of 50 military men to tell Elijah to get his butt down to Jerusalem to see the king. And just like

when Elijah competed with the 400 prophets of Baal, he calls down fire from heaven but instead of

the oxen sacrifice he incinerates the whole lot of them. Ahaziah, still doesn’t get it and so sends

another “captain of 50 with his company” and they all get roasted as well. By the third time troops are

sent, the captain is a little smarter than the other two and he begs Elijah not to BBQ them, and

manages to talk Elijah into coming to see the King. It was following this incident, that our reading for

today about the call of Elisha occurs. So maybe that is where the disciples got the idea of quelling

opposition by calling down fire from heaven.

But back to Gospel reading, when they suggest it to Jesus, he doesn’t do that. Rather, Jesus

continues down the road and, further on down the road, Jesus is more graciously received by others.

Three people come up to Jesus and announce, “I will follow you wherever you go.”

Each of these three makes an amazingly strong declaration of discipleship. And yet, there are

a few conditions. Even animals have a safe place to burrow. Jesus has “no place to lay his head.”

One of the would-be disciples has just suffered the loss of his father. He must first give his dad a

decent burial. Jesus responds with a brisk, “Let the dead bury their own dead. But you go and spread
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the news of God’s kingdom.” Not really the most gracious of words to a grieving person.

Likewise another one says, “I will follow you, Lord, but first let me say good-bye to those in my

house.” Jesus rebukes him, implying that he is unfit for God’s kingdom.

And even though Luke doesn’t tell us for sure, I would expect that Jesus’ entourage got

somewhat smaller that day. 

In our world today Jesus is rejected by a wide array of “Samaritans.” A recent poll by the Pew

Research Center in the United States indicates that the group of Americans who identify themselves

as “atheists” is growing. Whereas rejection of the Christian religion was once shocking, today it is

widespread. A person on TV recently characterized the Christian faith as “exclusivistic, racist, and

homophobic,” and went on to appeal to all “thinking people” to reject Christians and their “childish

beliefs.”

And yet, that doesn’t seem to be the error that Luke is attacking in this story. It’s not those

hostile, outwardly antagonistic ones like the Samaritans. Rather it’s those believing, affirming ones

who say, “Yes! I’ll follow you, Jesus,” who seem to be the objects of concern in today’s Gospel.

“Lord, I find you fascinating, and I have a keen interest in spirituality . . .” we say. 

“Are you prepared to risk parents, family, home for me?” Jesus asks.

“Lord, your church is filled with nice people who seem a lot like me and my family. Put my

name on this list.”

“Are you prepared to go with me amid people whom you despise and to try to be my church

with people with whom you have little in common?” asks Jesus.

In today’s Gospel Jesus says some tough things to those who would be his followers. How

many swaggered up to Jesus with, “Lord, I will follow you wherever you go!” only to fall away when

Jesus specifically told them where he was going?
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How many among us this morning, having first “put a hand on the plow,” decided they really

weren’t fit for this demanding road (9:62)?

I confess that too many of my sermons are based on the assumption, “find out what people

really want more than anything” (a contented marriage, a happy family, financial security, peace of

mind, whatever) “then convince them that they can utilize Jesus and his church to get what they so

badly want.”

But what if Jesus comes among us not to be used for what we want but rather to use us for

what he wants? What if Jesus wants more than an hour a week from us, more than our hearts, more

than our good intentions? What if he desires nothing less than the full advent of God’s kingdom?

Will Willimon tells the following story:   “A woman emerged from our church one Sunday and said to

me, “I’ve had an horrendous week. Trouble at work, bad news in our family. So I came here this

morning seeking some comfort and consolation.”

“I’m sorry for your trouble,” I said to her. “I hope that my sermon was helpful to you.”

“Not particularly,” she snapped back. “I came here hoping for some comfort and help only to

be given an assignment!”

Unfortunately that’s sometimes the way it is when you dare to walk with Jesus.

One more thing and I’m done. I’ve said that we’re not like those rejecting Samaritans. We

haven’t refused to receive Jesus. We have indeed received him, welcomed him into our lives, and we

have hit the road with Jesus as his followers. 

In some way or another, perhaps, we are therefore like those who came up to Jesus on his

way and said, “I will follow you, Lord.” To be sure, we may not be the most faithful followers Jesus

ever had. We might have reservations, questions, commitments, and loves that restrain us from

complete, totally dedicated discipleship. In this sermon I’ve tried to be honest about some of those
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restraints to discipleship. 

But still, there you are, on the road with Jesus. You’ve kept things from him. You have not

wholeheartedly committed to his way, but still, you are on the way. You have climbed out of bed and

come here on this sunny Sunday morning instead of heading to the lake or the golf course, even if

the assigned Gospel is Luke 9:51-62. As Jesus moves to his cross, you’re moving toward your cross,

as well. Who knows what he may demand of you along the way? Who can say what tough truth he

will tell you?

Which makes it all the more remarkable that you are here, not just here listening to this

sermon but also walking the way of Christ. You know it’s the way of the cross and yet, there you are,

walking it anyway. You know that he may tell you things that you don’t want to hear, truth about

yourself that you’ve been avoiding. Still, there you are. You can tell that this is a narrow, demanding

way that he walks. Only a few of our city are here this morning walking with him. Many in our

neighbourhoods are more like those Samaritans than the folks who came up to Jesus along the way

and said, “I’ll follow you, Lord.”

And yet there you are, listening to Jesus, walking with him, trying to keep up with him. In spite

of all the setbacks you’ve had in your attempts to be faithful to Jesus, there you are. You haven’t

looked back or taken your hand off the plow. There you are, walking the way Jesus walks. 

Bless you. . . Thanks be to God. Amen.
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