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I love my family.  I am blessed with love in all my familial relations.  My 

wife and I recently celebrated our 38th year of marriage.  We had all 

four of our children and all seven grandchildren visiting a month ago 

and had lots of time in our swimming pool.   

Most of us then went back to my hometown area in Dayton, Ohio and 

celebrated my mother’s 85th birthday along with my three brothers 

and their families.  It was a wonderful—if exhausting—couple of 

weeks or so. 

And I’ve been the pastor at Stone Church for over seven years now while 

still loving my family and—I think—mostly in return, though my wife 

isn’t thrilled necessarily with “sermon-writing Saturdays.” 

 And I wasn’t thrilled myself writing a sermon on today’s gospel lesson.   

Hate mother and father, wife and children, brother and sister, and even life 

itself?  Is this the message we want to evangelize and promote?  Well, 

probably not the first thing—but it is also something not to ignore.  

We live in a market-driven society, so it is not surprising that we feel the 

urge to “sell” Christianity in the marketplace of competing ideas and 

ways of life, particularly when the number of people attending our 

churches continues its decades-long decline. 

Yet, when Christian mission is shaped toward the “sell” mentality, it more 

often than not becomes a “low-cost” and “low-risk” commodity.  How 

else will we persuade others to receive the faith, if not by coming in 

with a lower or better offer? 

Well, maybe have a faith that’s worth having.   

Prior to today’s story, Jesus is in the home of a Pharisee having relatively 

intimate mealtime conversations and interactions. 
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Here, the setting shifts outside and goes public. Jesus is now on the road, 

and traveling with large crowds.  

But Jesus is not travelling just any old journey. He is going to Jerusalem, 

heading toward the cross as he has been for the past three chapters in 

Luke.  

People have been impressed with his take on the scriptures as well as the 

healings and miracles, so perhaps not surprisingly, large crowds now 

travel with him, saying, “Look at all the wonderful things in the 

kingdom of God!” 

But as theology professor David Schnasa Jacobsen writes, “The crowds, it 

seems, have counted the kingdom assets, perhaps, but what of the 

liabilities?” 

It seems Jesus senses this, turns, and tells them, “You cannot be my 

disciple unless you hate all members of your family and even life 

itself.” 

This is radical.  By itself it sounds like a cult leader who wants to isolate 

people from their families.  This is a good example of why you should 

be careful quoting scripture out of context.   

Jesus is not calling his followers, though, to hate their families in terms of 

emotional response, but, rather, is promoting the steadfast refusal to 

allow something less valuable to displace something more valuable. 

The next verse provides some context saying, “Whoever does not carry the 

cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.” 

Thus, this “hatred” is synonymous with or a metaphor for bearing the cross 

as Jesus’ disciple. 
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What does that mean exactly?  In the context of Luke’s gospel, it means be 

willing to suffer to do right by God—and your fellow human being.  

And that’s not easy.  

Would-be disciples must acknowledge at the outset that following Jesus 

will cost them everything, and they cannot know what lies ahead until 

they take up the cross and follow their Lord. 

This is not trivial.  In the first century, Jewish families were central, much 

more so today, so the implications of and challenge of Jesus’ words 

are real.  There was no going off “to find yourself.”  There was not 

being an individual apart from family. 

Indeed, many family members were engaged in the same family 

occupation. So, losing one of its members to ancillary interests, even 

religious, could be detrimental to the family’s well-being. 

Jesus is not insensitive to that, but he also cannot have dilettantes for 

disciples.  

In fact, it does seem that the crowds had some more well-to-do people, 

since he then gives an analogy about building a tower.   That is, a 

watch tower, which you would use to watch over vineyards and 

protect them. 

He says you would sit down first to see if you have enough money to build a 

tower before embarking on it, so you don’t have people ridicule you if 

you don’t finish. 

And then he gives the analogy of a king carefully deciding whether he can 

win war before engaging in it and if not then sue for peace. 

Note that each analogy involves the person sitting down.  We usually think 

of discipleship in more active terms, but Jesus wants to approach the 
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task of following him as one requiring a little “cost accounting” or 

wisdom.  He wants us to really think about it before committing. 

Jesus uses these two stories to illustrate the necessity of “counting the cost” 

of discipleship. Jesus calls for a commitment to finishing the 

discipleship journey once begun—or not beginning it at all.  

For discipleship is not just one more hobby or extra-curricular activity. 

Would-be followers should count the cost, but realize that the cost is 

not the same as for the 5k-charity run or expanding the Sunday 

School wing. 

Discipleship is defined by following Jesus and “carrying the cross.” That is, 

giving up self-interest and competing loyalties; putting God at the 

center and others before yourself. 

It means every single day recommitting ourselves to the God who loves 

compassion, mercy, and justice and hates poverty, greed, inequity, 

and injustice.   

Compassion is the overwhelming, undeniable summons to engage in acts of 

love and justice. It is to expand your view of family to include all 

people—the family of God.  It is to take risks for the most vulnerable 

in society, to value the justice and love of God above social position, 

wealth, and cultural norms. 

And Jesus gives us an option: don't do it, don't follow. If this is too 

demanding for you, then don't do it.  Seriously.  If you’re going to call 

yourself a Christian, then be Christ-like.  Otherwise, don’t. 

Being a Jesus follower and believer requires action, integrity, and 

compassion—not just saying, “I believe.”  Or worse, trying to use 

scripture to justify behavior that hurts others. 
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Carrying the cross is a daily struggle and the commitment must be renewed 

every day when confronted with the temptation to lay it down. 

Listen, I know it’s not easy.  I question myself every day. 

And, yes, we will always prefer preaching and hearing about God's grace, 

that is, God's own covenant loyalty to redeem and save. 

But we cannot neglect the covenant loyalty that God expects from us in 

return.  

Salvation in Jesus is not merely a transaction. It is, at heart, a covenantal 

relationship. And no relationship lasts without loyal commitments 

and actions. Because the one who redeems us also calls us into costly 

discipleship, Jesus' command to “Follow me” is both gift and demand. 

But that is what God values for his family.  Take it or leave it.  But me—I’d 

say take it.  Humbly and joyfully. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


