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I love this story.  It says so much about today’s Gospel.  Many years ago, Will Willimon, Dean of the Chapel at Duke University, got a call from a VERY upset parent. "I hold you personally responsible for this," the father said.
"Me?" Will asked.
The father was hot, upset because his graduate school bound daughter had just informed him that she was going to, as the father put it, "throw it all away" and go do mission work with some Episcopalians in Haiti. "Isn't that absurd!" shouted the father. "A BS degree in mechanical engineering from Duke and she's going to dig ditches in Haiti."
"Well, I doubt that she's received much training in the Engineering Department here for that kind of work, but she's probably a fast learner and will probably get the hang of ditch-digging in a few months," Will said.
"Look," said the father, "this is no laughing matter. It was irresponsible of you to have encouraged her to do this.  I hold you personally responsible," he said.
As the conversation went on, Dr. Willimon pointed out that the well-meaning but obviously unprepared parents were the ones who had started this ball rolling.  THEY were the ones who had her baptized, read Bible stories to her, took her to church and Sunday School, let her go with the Episcopal Youth Fellowship to ski in Vail.  Will said, "You're the one who introduced her to Jesus, not me."
"But all we ever wanted her to be was an Episcopalian," said the father, meekly.  Hmmm!  
Once again we have some difficult words from Jesus to deal with in today’s Gospel.  Sounds pretty harsh to hear Jesus say that we must hate anyone especially since Jesus is the love guy.  The demands that Jesus makes upon those who would follow him are extreme. Christianity is not a Sunday morning religion. It is a hungering after God to the point of death if need be way of life. It shakes our foundations, topples our priorities, pits us against friend and family, and makes us strangers in this world.  But having said that, it may be helpful for us to understand that word hate a little better in such a context.  Jesus said, “If anyone comes after me and does not hate…”  “Hate” is not primarily an emotive or feeling word in the Aramaic language, which is the language Jesus spoke. It is primarily a priority word. In one sense it can simply mean to love less.  So Jesus could just be saying that you must love family, friends and even life itself less than you love me.  In a stronger sense, it means to abandon or to leave aside; the way a sailor needs to abandon a sinking ship or the way a general needs to leave aside distracting things to win his battle.  This is difficult for some, perhaps many to do when it comes to family.
I don’t believe for a minute that Jesus is in any way against family.  He’s just for God more.   He’s just saying that He comes first and everything else comes after.  People and possessions.  We see this latter point often in Luke’s gospel where wealth is constantly portrayed as a hindrance to discipleship.  In the Beatitudes, Jesus blesses the poor (vs. the “poor in spirit” in Matthew 5:3) and pronounces a woe to the rich (6:20, 24). In Luke 18:18-30, the rich ruler fails to follow Jesus because he cannot part with his possessions.  And the more we have, the harder it is to part with it.  In this area, I find the following quote of interest, not just because of what it says but because of when it was said also.  “There are three conversions necessary: the conversion of the heart, the mind and the purse." Of these three, it may well be that we moderns find the conversion of the purse the most difficult.”   Martin Luther   And it’s true for we moderns still!  
This might be a good time to talk about money and why you should give and tithe and all that but I’m not going to do that today.  Soon, but not today.  What’s more important is that we realize that anything less than giving all of ourselves to God is falling short of what God wants.  God doesn’t want second best. God wants first place in our lives.  He also doesn’t want just 50% either.  He wants all of us to belong to Him.  That’s what it means to be a disciple.  A disciple is one who puts God first and foremost.  I hear preachers who talk about “believers” as if that’s the category to be in.  The category to be in is disciple.  A believer is someone who believes but isn’t really following in a committed way.  A believer could be likened to a fair weather friend.  A disciple is the friend who is always there through thick or thin.  A disciple is the one who denies self, picks up their cross and follows – follows wherever Jesus leads – whether it’s where they had in mind going or not.  A disciple goes where Jesus goes or leads or directs rather than going down their own path. 
We can see this when we look at the destiny of His first disciples: the twelve were, stoned to death, beaten to death, stabbed with sword, spear or arrows, flayed, beheaded, hanged, crucified and crucified upside down.
 Not everyone who follows Jesus has such a gruesome end but the two parables which Jesus recounts in today’s Gospel make it clear that one should count the cost of being a faithful follower before beginning the journey with Him since such gruesome outcomes do happen to those who follow Him – even in this day and age.  So to follow Jesus: We must establish our priorities; we must count the cost; and we must pay the price.  Anything less is not really discipleship.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the Nazi era German pastor who led an underground church and paid the ultimate price for his faithfulness to Jesus, offers soul-rattling words that fit well with Jesus’ teaching: “The call separates a small group, those who follow, from the great mass of the people. The disciples are few and will always be only a few.”   How can each of us be more of the small group, the few, the disciples?

Consider this:  Several years ago a group of salesmen went to a regional sales convention in Chicago.  They had assured their wives that they would be home in plenty of time for Friday night's dinner.  In their rush through the airport, with tickets and briefcases in hand, one of the salesmen inadvertently kicked over a table which held a display of apples.  Apples flew everywhere.  Without stopping or looking back, they all managed to reach the plane in time for their nearly missed boarding.

All but one!!!  He paused, took a deep breath, got in touch with his feelings, and experienced a twinge of compassion for the girl whose apple stand had been overturned.

He told his buddies to go on without him, waved good-bye, told one of them to call his wife when they arrived at their home destination and explain his taking a later flight. Then he returned to the terminal where the apples were all over the terminal floor. He was glad he did.


The 16 year old girl was totally blind! She was softly crying, tears running down her cheeks in frustration, and at the same time helplessly groping for her spilled produce as the crowd swirled about her, no one stopping and no one to care for her plight.

The salesman knelt on the floor with her, gathered up the apples, put them back on the table and helped organize her display. As he did this, he noticed that many of them had become battered and bruised; these he set aside in another basket.

When he had finished, he pulled out his wallet and said to the girl, "Here, please take this $40 for the damage we did. Are you okay?" She nodded through her tears. He continued on with, "I hope we didn't spoil your day too badly."

As the salesman started to walk away, the bewildered blind girl called out to him, "Mister...." He paused and turned to look back into those blind eyes. She continued, "Are you Jesus?"

He stopped in mid-stride, and he wondered. Then slowly he made his way to catch the later flight with that question burning in his heart and soul: "Are you Jesus?" 

Do people mistake you for Jesus? That's our calling, our true vocation as disciples, is it not?  To be so much like Jesus that people cannot tell the difference as we live and interact with a world that is often blind to His love, life and grace.

If we claim to know Him, we should live, walk and act as He would.  Knowing Him is more than simply quoting Scripture and going to church. It's actually living out the Word of life as life unfolds day to day.

We, you and I, are the apple of His eye even though we, too, have been bruised by a fall. He stopped what He was doing and picked you and me up on a hill called Calvary and paid in full for our damaged fruit.  So which will you be?  Mere believer or committed disciple?  Amen
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