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I have always followed the Revised Common Lectionary in my worship and 
preaching, which essentially takes us through the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke in three years.  The best thing about preaching from the lectionary, I think, is 
that having the readings selected for me forces me, and by extension us, to 
wrestle with whatever readings are scheduled.  It prevents me from just selecting 
my own favorite, familiar, safe, and easy-to-preach lessons.  The worst thing about 
using the lectionary is that it forces me, and us, to wrestle with whatever readings 
are scheduled.  It prevents me from just selecting my own favorite, familiar, safe, 
and easy-to-preach lessons. 

So, although I would like to preach, and you would probably like to hear, sermon 
after sermon about God’s love and forgiveness, with the lectionary we inevitably 
encounter a reading like this morning’s gospel lesson.  Today Jesus is saying that 
if we want to be disciples of his, we’d better go in with our eyes wide open.  It’s 
going to cost us.  And the cost of discipleship is, well… everything.  It’s all we are, 
and all we have. 

Really, Jesus?  I mean, come on – lose my family, pick up a cross, give up 
everything I own?  We must be missing some important cultural context.  Maybe it 
was supposed to be a parable.  Are we supposed to take this passage literally?  
Really, Jesus?! 

It’s not exactly a “seeker-friendly” message, is it?  But then, Jesus wasn’t big on 
sugar-coating what he had to say.  Very often, what Jesus has to say is hard to 
hear.  Even Peter, “The Rock,” acknowledged Jesus as the Christ one moment, 
and then backed off the next, when he heard what following Jesus involved.  In 
today’s lesson, Jesus sees the crowds around him swelling.  He knows that they 
are there for a variety of reasons, and he wants them to begin to reflect on a very 
simple premise.  There is a difference between being Jesus’ follower, and being 
his disciple.  That difference is a matter of commitment.  At this point in the story, 
Jesus himself had already made the ultimate commitment.  As he spoke the words 
in today’s gospel lesson about the cost of being a disciple, Jesus was on the way 
to Jerusalem where he would give up everything for us. 

Like so many other of the hard sayings of Jesus, this one is simply about priorities.  
It’s about who, or what, our “gods” will be.  It’s startling when Jesus says that 
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anyone who “…does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and 
sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple.” (Luke 14:26)  I don’t think 
Jesus is actually saying that we have to hate our families.  Jesus wants us to love 
our families, but people can, and have, become estranged from loved ones 
because they decided to follow Christ.  I know people for whom that has 
happened. 

Matthew reports Jesus’ words in a way that is different and perhaps more relevant 
for most of us.  In Matthew, Jesus says that no one who loves his or her family 
more than Jesus can be a disciple.  The same thing is true of our own lives.  I can’t 
imagine that God intends an existence for us where we actually hate ourselves or 
our lives.  But if we are to become true disciples of Christ, instead of mere 
followers of Christ, there can be nothing in our lives that we love more than Christ. 

Perhaps the thing that may make this passage a little threatening for us is Jesus’ 
use of the word “cost.”  Cost is a bad thing, isn’t it?  Benefits are a good thing, but 
cost is something to be minimized, or, better still, avoided altogether.  Jesus 
makes our discomfort even worse with the two examples he gives of what can 
happen to people who start something and find they can’t bear the cost.  In the 
first, a man becomes an object of ridicule because he has decided to build a very 
public tower and finds that he can’t afford to finish it.  The second is about a king 
who is intent on going to war, but first must determine whether the cost of the 
struggle is one he can bear. 

Jesus’ primary point is of course that we need to understand thoroughly what 
we’re getting ourselves into before we can really say we’re committed to 
something.  And what I find instructive is the way the characters in these two 
rather odd stories respond when they decide the cost of what they say they want 
to do may be too great for them. 

In the first instance, the story about the man considering building a tower, Jesus is 
implying that the smart and appropriate thing for the man to do would be not to 
even try to build it, if the cost is too high.  That probably represents a pretty 
common response for those who decide the cost of discipleship is too great.  They 
walk away from their faith, away from God.  We probably all know people who 
have done that.  I’m not sure that makes Jesus happy, but I do think Jesus would 
at least call it a position of integrity. 

But the king who is deciding whether to wage war does something very different, 
doesn’t he?  When he sees that he can’t be successful, he goes to the other side, 
and negotiates.  He is prepared to give something to avoid having his kingdom 
completely taken over.  I wonder if that isn’t a more common response by 
Christians when they face the cost of discipleship.  We negotiate.  We try to give 
something to avoid giving everything.  “I have time to attend church, but outreach 
or Bible study are out of the question.  I can be pleasant and polite to people I 
don’t particularly care for, but loving them – going out of my way for them – that 
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may be a little too much.  I am happy to give what I have to spare, but 10% is just 
unreasonable.  Who came up with that “tithing” thing, anyway?”  I wonder if that 
way of thinking resonates with anyone. 

But here’s the thing about the cost of discipleship that Jesus is talking about – 
putting Jesus first always, surrendering our wills, changing our priorities, yielding 
everything we have and are to God.  These things are not the details of the free 
gift of salvation that mean it is not really free after all.  They are part of the gift.  
They are the opportunity to place ourselves totally in the hands of a God who 
longs to mold us into our best, our happiest, our most fulfilled, our most abundantly 
alive selves.  And God is more than capable of doing so, if we let him.  This is the 
promise, in the words of Paul: “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.” 
 
Today’s gospel lesson is paired with a wonderful image in Jeremiah.  To make a 
point to Jeremiah, God has instructed him to visit the village potter.  Jeremiah 
watches the potter at work on his wheel, shaping lumps of clay into objects of 
beauty and functionality.  When one of the potter’s pieces does not come out right, 
the potter reworks the clay until the finished product is just what he had in mind.  
What Jeremiah is watching is a metaphor for God’s creative and transformational 
work in our lives. 
 
It’s not a perfect metaphor, of course.  In Jeremiah, the clay cannot refuse to be 
worked by the potter.  The clay cannot decide to be something other than what the 
potter has chosen to create.  But we certainly can.  And we certainly do.  The 
challenge is to trust God enough to permit ourselves to be clay in his hands – to 
leave it to him to take all we offer him and create something beautiful.  And our 
gospel lesson gives that kind of surrender a name.  It’s the cost of discipleship. 
 
Of course, this being shaped by God is not the end of it.  Things will go wrong.  
We will be headstrong.  We will misinterpret God’s will, or miss it entirely.  Often, 
we will just ignore it.  That is our natures.  Like some of the pottery that Jeremiah 
observed, our lives will go out of shape sometimes.  But discipleship means 
remaining pliable enough and open enough that God can simply remold us. 
 
You’ve heard me say in many contexts that giving ourselves and our lives over to 
God – giving up that level of control – can be a difficult and even scary proposition 
for us.  And since Jesus is laying out the unvarnished truth for us today, so will I.  It 
is not merely difficult for us to do what Jesus asks.  It is impossible – at least, it’s 
impossible for us to do on our own.   
 
You see, the “free grace” that we like to talk about is not just the vision Jesus casts 
for us of how life can be when we love and support each other.  It’s not just 
Christ’s example of how we do that, or the inspiration and encouragement he 
gives us to imitate him.  What grace is, literally, is what enables us to overcome 
our human nature and say “yes” to Jesus.  Grace is what empowers us to try, and 
to try again when we fail, and despite all our failures, to continue to believe that 
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faithful discipleship is the way to authentic life.  All the grace we need is ours.  And 
it is absolutely free. 
 
The challenge for us all is to continue to grow as disciples of Christ – to continue 
to let God form us and our community as he wants.  That is the only way that we 
can make the most of all the possibilities that God has placed before us.  Jesus 
tells us we must think about what discipleship will mean for how we live our lives.  
And we should.  We must understand that things will not always go smoothly.  
There will be difficulties and challenges.  Each of us will be tested.  Much will be 
asked of us.  Jesus uses the word “cost” to focus our attention on this reality.  But 
it’s not a cost – not really.  Not compared to the fullness of the life God has in store 
for us when we place ourselves in his hands. 


