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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

16th Sunday after Pentecost; September 4th, 2016 

Luke 14:25-33 

“JV to Varsity” 

~~~~~~~~ 

As the story is told, Jesus was attracting crowds.  Jesus – at 

least in the small world he could reach on foot – was a popular 

figure.  People would gather around him to hear him speak.  

Sometimes, no doubt, the people were attracted to Jesus because 

they placed on him great hopes for healing, for purpose, for 

forgiveness and new life.  Sometimes, however and no doubt, 

people came to Jesus because they were simply curious.  They 

saw a crowd gathering and they had time before they had to get 

home for supper and thought to themselves – Why not? I’ll see 

what is happening here.  It could be that some gathered to hear 

Jesus because they had heard of him and he was free 

entertainment.   

~~~~~~~~ 

I’ve seen it a couple of times when I’ve attended an outdoor 

event at SNCA.  I paid for my ticket and found a place to sit to 

listen to music and watched cars drive by who were surprised at 

what was happening.  They would slow down and maybe even 

pull over if there was a place to park.  Never really coming into 

the event and certainly not paying for a ticket they were curious 

and felt, I imagine, like they were catching a free gift without 

making any commitments of time or money.  

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus, it seems to me anyway, had a sense that his crowds were 

filled with both those who were ready to buy a ticket and those 

for whom he was just an idle curiosity.  For whatever reasons 
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his crowds were gathered doesn’t it make sense that Jesus would 

have used that opportunity to woo people into his camp?  

Wouldn’t Jesus have been clever to use the moment to tell the 

audience of all the glorious benefits that come from being a 

member of his church?  Wouldn’t Jesus have been in line with 

the church growth movement to use the moment to speak to the 

crowd a message of sweetness and light?   

~~~~~~~~ 

Listen for the Word of God in Luke 14:25-33 

Now large crowds were traveling with him; 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. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to you, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 
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At Rabun Gap-Nacoochee School Middle School soccer is open 

to everyone.  No one is cut from the team.  All you have to do 

is show up.  It is a very generous attitude and brings some 

young people into a sport who would never have a chance 

without the “all are welcome” mind-set.  It drives our son, Will, 

a little crazy!  For many of the middle schoolers who come to 

play soccer it is a fun afternoon activity.  For Will soccer is 

life; he is very committed to the sport and to working very hard 

day in and day out at being better.  The multitude of casual 

approaches to the game from his classmates leaves Will ready to 

move up to varsity soccer.  At the level of varsity anyone who 

plays has to be dedicated and with ability or that person will not 

make the team.  This is how it is supposed to be in our son’s 

mind... it’s soccer for goodness sakes!   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus, in this passage at least, does not have much tolerance for 

the casual Christian.  Jesus does not seem to have much room 

in his band of disciples for the ones who stroll over to kill a few 

hours listening to an entertaining speech or an afternoon 

activity.  Jesus has crowds following him and he could have 

seen the people and started talking about a set of programs to 

take his nonchalant listeners from the womb to the tomb and call 

it making disciples.  He could have done that... make the team 

by showing up... but he does not.  Jesus talks instead of the 

costs of following him and the price to be paid and the way 

following him will change everything in a person’s life – 

everything from how we relate to mom and dad to how we 

relate to our possessions.  Everything, if we follow Jesus, will 

be reoriented. 

~~~~~~~~  
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Let me for a moment do a bit of theological fine tuning.  It is 

two different things to talk of God’s love and grace for all 

people on the one hand and on the other to talk of being a 

disciple of Jesus Christ.  I will go to my grave preaching that 

God’s love is free; God’s acceptance of us and of all people is 

unconditional; God’s ultimate salvation for us is without price.  

All we have to be is be; glory be!  On the other hand, however, 

the call of discipleship can be costly.  To recognize and 

embrace this freely given love of God embodied in Jesus of 

Nazareth the Christ and then to want to use our lives, our gifts, 

our relationships in service of this love entails expenses.  Jesus 

tells us to estimate the cost before we build, to evaluate the 

battle before it is waged.  God’s love is free, free, free but to 

live a life to the glory of God requires us to practice a long 

obedience in the same direction of being defined by Jesus and 

his call upon our lives.  To be a disciple, then, cannot be finally 

defined by mom or dad, by brother or sister, by husband or wife, 

by job or career, by money or power, but culture of country or 

by anything else but by following and embodying Jesus’ love.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus talked about this reorientation toward his love and call by 

saying – 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. Jesus is exaggerating to make a 

point.  To hate as Jesus used the term here is not to be angry or 

hostile toward family or toward life. Jesus was not talking about 

despising mother and father.  Jesus was not talking about being 

angry at the members of our family.  He could not have meant 

this because such a use of the term “hate” would not square with 

Jesus’ way of being in the world. Remember Jesus was a man 
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who blessed the children.  Jesus taught the disciples and us to 

pray and to think of God as a loving parent.  Jesus took tender 

care of his own mother as he hung from the cross.  To hate as 

Jesus uses the term here is not to be unloving or angry toward 

family or life –  that would be breaking at least one of the Ten 

Commandments –  the one about honoring father and mother.   

 

To hate as Jesus uses the term here means to put our loyalties in 

order, to take with utmost seriousness our commitments to 

follow in the way and in the love of Jesus.  

 

You see, Jesus was on the way to Jerusalem.  Jesus was under 

the long-armed shadow of the cross.  Jesus was following the 

love of God to his utmost obedience –  a violent death.  And 

yet, crowds were clamoring to see him, to touch him, to be near 

him.  Hordes of people were on tiptoes trying to catch a 

glimpse of the charismatic teacher.  Hundreds if not thousands 

were pressing to touch the hem of his garment in hopes of 

healing or just the rush of being close to a celebrity.  And Jesus 

seems to have had a sense of the shallowness of it all.  Too 

many of his followers were not counting the true cost of being a 

disciple.  Too many of his followers were in it for whatever 

benefit might come their way.  Too many of Jesus’ followers 

were practicing an unreflective enthusiasm or a casual curiosity 

that would dissipate with the demands of discipleship.  So, 

Jesus used hyperbole to test the levels of commitments on the 

part of his breathless admirers. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife 

and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, 
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cannot be my disciple.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Nadia Bolz-Weber, the tattooed, former addict, former stand-up 

comedian, foul-mouthed, author and Lutheran pastor and 

founding pastor of the House for All Sinners and Saints in 

Denver, Colorado seems to understand how God works in the 

world.  Her message begins with something similar to Middle 

School soccer  – Forget what you’ve been told  about the 

golden rule; God doesn’t love you more if you do good things.  

God she argues offers you grace no matter who you are or what 

you do.  That is where she begins... grace, free, unconditional 

love from God to every person.   

 

She also says stuff like this (and I’ve cleaned it up a bit!) – I 

recently was asked by an earnest young seminarian during a 

Q&A, “Pastor Nadia, what do you do personally to get closer to 

God”   

 Before I even realized I was saying it, I replied, “What?  

Nothing.  Sounds like a terrible idea to me, trying to get closer 

to God.”  Half the time, I wish God would leave me alone.  

Getting closer to God might mean getting told to love someone I 

don’t even like, or to give away even more of my money.  It 

might mean letting some idea or dream that dear to me get 

ripped away. 

 My spirituality is most active, not in meditation, but in the 

moments when:  

 I realize God may have gotten something beautiful done 

through me despite the fact that I am an (asshole),  

 and when I am confronted by the mercy of the gospel so 

much that I cannot hate my enemies, 
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 and when I am unable to judge the sin of someone else 

(which, let’s be honest, I love to do) because my own (crap) is 

too much in the way, 

 and when I have to bear witness to another human being’s 

suffering despite my desire to be left alone, 

 and when I am forgiven by someone even thought I don’t 

deserve it and my forgiver does this because he, too, is trapped 

by the gospel,  

 and when traumatic things happen in the world and I have 

nowhere to place them or make sense of them but what I do have 

is a group of people who gather with me every week, people who 

will mourn and pray with me over the devastation of something 

like a school shooting,  

 and when I end up changed by loving someone I’d never 

choose out of a catalog but whom God sends my way to teach 

me about God’s love (from Accidental Saints: Finding God in 

All the Wrong People, pages 8-9). 

~~~~~~~~ 

God’s unconditional love leads us to do things  

we might never choose to do;  

so, count the cost before letting yourself  

be trapped by the gospel.  

Moving from JV to Varsity has demands!   

Amen.  


