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This week’s gospel might scare you.  It tells us that disciples have to choose whether to carry the cross and follow Jesus. The crowds in the story knew what the cross was: the Roman Empire’s instrument of humiliation, torture, and death. Discipleship, they heard, is facing the oppressive and putting an end to it, even if it leads to the ultimate commitment.
GOSPEL:  Luke 14:25-33;                                     
Now large crowds were traveling with [Jesus;] and he turned and said to them, “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and estimate the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who see it will begin to ridicule him, saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’ Or what king, going out to wage war against another king, will not sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one who comes against him with twenty thousand? If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation and asks for the terms of peace. So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.”
DISCIPLESHIP MEANS EVERYTHING

Sermon by Pastor Jaime Larson-McLoone

I quit the Girl Scouts when the leader wanted to teach us to sew. 
I quit playing the saxophone when my practice and performances were no longer rewarded with high school band trips. 
I quit knitting when I learned the mistakes I made crocheting were much easier to fix.  
And I quit crocheting when it started to make my hand hurt - though I tell myself I still crochet, based on the unfinished prayer shawl in my closet. Maybe I’ll finish it; maybe I won’t. We’ll see.

I wonder if anyone in the large crowds traveling with Jesus quit after they heard the words from today’s gospel lesson? And I wonder if maybe that was the point…
The crowds following Jesus had seen some pretty amazing stuff. Jesus had cured diseases, healed disabilities, cast out evil spirits, raised a widow’s son from the dead, fed thousands with five loaves and two fish. I imagine the crowds wanted to see more - and eat more!
And now Jesus reminds them: Discipleship is not a spectator sport, a hobby, or a side gig. Discipleship is demanding. Discipleship demands everything - your whole life.  Jesus doesn’t teach the crowds how to be his disciples. He tells them why they might not be able to. Why they might choose not to. 
Disciples have to choose. Whoever does not hate their family, and even their life, is not able to be a disciple, Jesus says.  He doesn’t mean we ought to actively despise our siblings and parents, our spouses and partners. After all, God commands us to honor our father and mother. 
Jesus is emphasizing the choice disciples have to make. Disciples must prioritize God’s reign over everything else - even their families.
Disciples have to choose. They have to choose to carry the cross and follow Jesus. The crowds knew what the cross was: the Roman Empire’s instrument of humiliation, torture, and death. The first readers and hearers of Luke’s gospel knew that Jesus died on a cross. To follow Jesus is to boldly oppose the oppressive and dehumanizing and self-centered ways of this world. That might cost your relationships, your reputation, your livelihood, even your life.
Disciples have to choose. Will they hold tightly to their earthly possessions - nowadays maybe a new car, nice house, trendy clothing, theater tickets, pizza delivery? Or are they able to risk losing it all? 
Why would Jesus speak like this? He has crowds of people following him, and the potential for larger and larger crowds. And he’s going to risk alienating - I would guess - most of them. That’s terrible marketing for God’s reign.
But what if Jesus isn’t trying to attract more followers at this point. He is, after all, on the way to Jerusalem. On the way to the cross. And he wants to make sure the crowds have thought through what it means to be on this journey with him. So he lays out bluntly what it means to be a disciple. Because Jesus doesn’t need crowds of disciples. Not if they are filled with half-hearted, lukewarm followers. Not if they are filled with followers who say: Maybe I’ll finish this journey. Maybe I won’t. We’ll see.
Perhaps followers who aren’t all-in are actually hindering Jesus’ mission. Following Jesus only when it’s exciting and fun, or only when it’s convenient and comfortable, sends a problematic message about the urgency of God’s reign. A message something like: The renewal and reconciliation of all things sounds great - but we’re OK if it doesn’t happen today.
But this has not been Jesus’ message. Way back when he proclaimed his healing, liberating, forgiving mission in his hometown synagogue, Jesus said: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” And just a couple weeks ago we saw Jesus heal on the sabbath, even though the synagogue leader kept telling the people to come back and be cured another day. Jesus is on an urgent mission, one that requires committed disciples.
Maybe the marketing problem isn’t Jesus’ words. Maybe it’s some of his followers - then and now! 
We have choices to make as well. Our Old Testament reading lays it out pretty bluntly, too. Like those preparing to enter the Promised Land, we have a choice between life and death, a choice between blessings and curses. 
Following Jesus is not about choosing what’s best for me or what suits me in the moment. It’s about choosing what makes for healing, liberation, and forgiveness for all God’s people. Following Jesus forces us to make choices each day about what we buy, where and how we live and work, how we use the resources available to us, who we include and who we leave out, or leave behind. 
Following Jesus forces us to make choices about what we hold on to and what we let go. What distracts us here at Bethel from following Jesus full-time? Are we able to give up those things? Even if they seem like good things? What distracts you from following Jesus full-time? Are you able to give up those things? Even if they seem like good things. Those questions are worth some serious reflection - both as individuals and as a congregation. 
Though the job description is daunting, Jesus wants us to be all-in as disciples. Jesus needs us to be all-in as disciples. But first he encourages us to do some serious thinking about what it means in the long run, like a developer building a tower or a king plotting for war. 
Once we’ve done that, why might we choose to follow Jesus, even as others - maybe many others - start to peel off from the crowds, or stop joining us in the pews? 
When we choose to follow Jesus, we choose life and blessing - not just for us but for future generations. We choose not to simply wait idly for a better kingdom to arrive, but to participate as it breaks in among us. 
We choose to follow Jesus, because we know the One we have committed to follow. We know that he seeks to heal us, and feed us, too. We know that he will come looking for us if we get lost. We know that he will not quit when things get hard. We know that he will die rather than abandoning God’s people or God’s mission.
And we know that not even death can stop him. And because of that, we know that whatever deaths we face as his followers - deaths of relationships, job opportunities, reputations, even the deaths of our bodies - we know that on the other side of death is always new life.
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