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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

6th Sunday after Pentecost; June 30th, 2013 

Luke 9:51-62 

“The Call of a Demand-less Obedience” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Scripture Introduction...This passage begins a long section in 

Luke’s telling of the story of Jesus that many have referred to as 

“the travel narrative.”  For the next ten chapters in the gospel 

and for the next four months in the assigned readings for each 

Sunday in Luke, Jesus has “set his face to go to Jerusalem.”   

 

Now the way the story unfolds, this travel narrative was not a 

straight shot.  Jesus did not follow the direct route from where 

he was at this point in the story to Jerusalem.  Jesus was all over 

the map, so to speak.  So, Luke’s framing of this section was not 

primarily geographical, although the places Jesus visited were 

important to Luke.   

 

In our reading for this morning, as an example, Jesus was in 

Samaria.  Samaria, from the perspective of orthodox Jews of 

whom Jesus and his disciples were, was home to a half-breed 

people and an unorthodox brand of Judaism.  Orthodox Jews 

avoided Samaria if possible.  Jesus leads the disciples to 

Samaria. The geography of the story undergirds the point that 

Luke seems to have been making that God’s love extends 

beyond culturally accepted boundaries.   

 

You see, the framing of these chapters was less about routes and 

more about spiritual journey.  Jesus was on a journey to 
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Jerusalem – Jesus had set his face to go there – though he would 

not go to Jerusalem in the Map Quest kind of way.  The point 

was and is that from this point in the story Jesus was always 

headed to the confrontation that faced him in Jerusalem.   

 

So what did it mean to Luke that Jesus had “set his face to go to 

Jerusalem?”  Luke seems to have been telling us that Jesus had 

set his mind and his heart to face the radical cost of his calling, 

to face the fulfilment of his mission.  Jesus had been aware and 

had declared to his disciples that his teachings and his ministry 

would lead to his rejection and his death.  Jesus knew that his 

future would bring suffering and finally death, but he would not 

forsake his purpose; he had “set his face toward Jerusalem” no 

matter the cost to him.   

 

This travel narrative in Luke began and ended with rejection.  

The rejection first came in Samaria, as we are about to hear, and 

later came in Jerusalem, but Jesus had set his face to go where 

God had called him to go.  Jesus had set his face to go into the 

darkness of human sin and abusive power in order that God’s 

love be made fully known.  Jesus had set his face and his heart 

on demonstrating to the world his unflinching focus on the 

eternal source of his life and his love, even in the midst of 

rejection, suffering, and death.  Jesus was on a journey into the 

heart of our darkness and yet at the same time into the heart of 

God’s light.  

 

The sermon that will follow the reading is an exploration of an 

inherent tension in the Christian life.  On the one hand, there is 
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the unconditional acceptance of God for us revealed in the life, 

death, resurrection of Jesus and, on the other hand, there is the 

call of God to reflect God’s love into the world.  The tension we 

live in is the tension between freedom in Christ and 

responsibilities in Christ.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

 Listen for the Word of God in Luke 9:51-62 

When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face 

to go to Jerusalem.  And he sent messengers ahead of him.  On 

their way they entered a village of the Samaritans to make ready 

for him; but they did not receive him, because his face was set 

toward Jerusalem.  When his disciples James and John saw it, 

they said, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down 

from heaven and consume them?”  But he turned and rebuked 

them.  Then they went on to another village.   

 As they were going along the road, someone said to him, “I 

will follow you wherever you go.” And Jesus said to him, 

“Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son 

of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” To another he said, 

“Follow me.”  But he said, “Lord, first let me go and bury my 

father.” But Jesus said to him,“Let the dead bury their own 

dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.”  

Another said,“I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say 

farewell to those at my home.” Jesus said to him,“No one who 

puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of 

God.”   

 The Gospel of the Lord. 

 Praise to you, O Christ. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 
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Jesus did not have all the advantages we modern clergy have.  

Jesus did not have church growth seminars to attend, all the 

advise on making church and pew user friendly.  Jesus did not 

have the benefit of all the encouragement we 21st century have 

to shape the message such that more and more people will find it 

comfortable.  Jesus was not privy to all the lessons on how to 

build programs that nurture and shelter people from birth to the 

grave.  Jesus did not have the church growth movement to spur 

his thinking in the direction of bringing more people into the 

industry we call religion so that we can provide more security 

for ourselves and our children.  Jesus missed out on all of this.   

 

He must have missed it, or he would never had said the things 

that he said.  It was hardly a sweet new church beginning to take 

your core group of disciples into an area where within the hour 

they were to be thrown out of town.  It was hardly conducive to 

numerical growth to tell people who come to you wanting to 

join the church that foxes have holes, and birds of the air have 

nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.  Or to 

say to another, Let the dead bury the dead.  Or to another, No 

one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the 

kingdom of God.  Someone needed to send Jesus to a continuing 

education event on “Building a Friendly Community of Faith.”   

 

The point here is that Jesus did not soft peddle what his 

followers would have to endure.  Jesus did not gloss over the 

fact that to follow where he leads would require something of 

those who would follow.  It cost something to be a people of the 

way, people who seek to live lives in harmony with the call of 
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God.  There is a price to be paid for responding to God’s love. 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Now, I think I need to back up for just a minute to make 

something perfectly clear.  The idea that there is a price to be 

paid for responding to God’s love is not a contradiction to the 

sermons from the last three weeks or for the last 16 years for 

that matter that have proclaimed the foundational Christian truth 

that God’s love is free!  I am not arguing in this sermon against 

Paul’s declaration that For freedom Christ has set us free.   

 

To repeat myself and to echo the radical principle of grace –  

We do  not have to do one thing, not one thing, to establish 

God’s love for us.  We do not have to follow where Jesus leads; 

we do not have to be nice, make sacrifices, allow ourselves to be 

unsettled for the faith; we do not have to venture out beyond our 

known world of family and friends; we do not have to put 

ourselves in places where we might be rejected.   There is not 

one, no not one thing, that we or anyone else has to do to be 

loved by God.  God’s grace is unearned; God’s grace is inherent 

in creation; God’s grace has been revealed in the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ.  The Word 

yesterday, today, and tomorrow is the same – God’s love is a 

gift!   

 

I imagine you all have had the experience of saying something 

profound when you really hadn’t thought it through or when you 

were not conscious of the fact that you even knew what you just 

said.  Well, in retrospect, I believe that one time, a long time 

ago, I said something profound.  I know this is hard to believe, 
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but bear with me.  There was a professor in the philosophy 

department at Furman University who was an advisor to a 

student service group to which I belonged.  We went on a retreat 

together with around thirty other folks – students and faculty.  

Jim, the professor, and I ended up talking alone for a time.  He is 

a brilliant man – a renowned scholar of Wittgenstein, and he is a 

man who considers himself an atheist but with doubts about his 

Godless faith.  We talked every now and again about faith.   

 

At Furman University during that time there was a brand of 

Christian faith that was both intriguing and bothersome.  Jim 

talked of it as being oppressive.  I had to agree with him.  And 

here’s the profound thing I said to Jim.  I did not know I 

believed this or that I really even understood it, but I said to my 

faithless friend – “Christianity, at its heart, is without demands.”  

That was my profound statement. 

 

The story then and the story now is that the heart of the 

revelation of Jesus is that we are loved.  Period.  We do not 

deserve it.  We cannot earn it.  We can only respond to it.  No 

demands are made to establish the eternal bond that God has 

with each one of us.  Jim still does not believe in God; so, 

maybe it was not so profound, but the demand-less love of God 

still seems true to me.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Back to the hard words of Jesus in the passage before us today.  

What of them, you might ask?  The “no demand” Christian faith 

ought to fit right in with the church growth movement – make it 

all easier, sweeter, and less cumbersome, and by golly the 
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masses will come!  “No demands! – let’s work with that theme,” 

the church growth people might say.  But Jesus won’t let us go 

without helping us to see that while God makes no demand on 

us in order to be loved by God, God does long for us to travel 

deeper and deeper into the love that God gives to all the world.  

As we grow deeper into the grace that is freely given to us, as 

we grow deeper into God’s love, then all other loves (even the 

love of family), all other things (even the roof over our heads), 

all other responsibilities (even the care of parents) become 

enfolded into God’s love and calling.  As we grow into the love 

of God we actually become willing to face the world’s demands 

upon us to forge a more perfect commonwealth of God’s grace.  

 

Many who have worked effectively and long for then end of 

slavery, the rights of women, civil rights, immigration reform, 

rights for gay and lesbians, and for peace and justice around the 

world and in local communities are motivated and empowered 

by the love of God for each one! 

 

The journey that Jesus invites us to take is a demand-less 

obedience into the love of God for us and for all people.  Jesus’ 

journey, to which we are invited, is a journey into the source of 

all love and all life, and his journey to the love of God places all 

other loves in the proper perspective.  God’s love is the source 

of all love of ourselves, family, friends, neighbors, enemies, and 

strangers.  To love ourselves and others without making false 

gods or idols of them or us, we must, as Jesus did, set our faces 

on God and God’s demand-less love.  Our journey, if we take it, 

is to set our face toward God’s love and claim upon us.   
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 ~~~~~~~~ 

When I was first going into the ministry there were all kinds of 

tests, interviews, psychological screenings, etc.  that I had to 

pass.  At time it was really difficult.  You had to know a good 

bit, and you had to be able to convince a committee of people 

and later a whole presbytery that you would be a good pastor 

and that you were not a heretic!  Coming into the whole 

preaching thing I had a lot of issues that I could not wait to 

begin pushing from the pulpit.  I would do it gently because I’m 

not a fire-brand, but push gently I would.  I wanted to speak of 

justice, stronger families, worship that had integrity, service to 

community and world, environmentalism as a response to the 

goodness of God’s creation, openness in the church to gay and 

lesbian people...  I felt then and do now a sense of calling to 

respond to God by giving voice to these issues and more.   

 

Well, back then in the early days of my coming into the ministry 

of Word and Sacrament things went pretty well.  The 

committees were kind and welcoming.  There was during all of 

that time one question that I have live with in the ministry.  I 

was nearing the end of all the examinations and an elderly black 

man, an ordained minister, who had not said anything in the 

interview to this point, looked me in the face and he asked – 

Bob, do you love people?  At first I thought it was a naive 

question, too simple for the high theology that had gone on 

before it.  I very quickly came to realize, however, that it was 

probably the most important question of all my preparations for 

ministry.  Bob, do you love people?   
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Implied in the question, I think, are several more specific 

questions –  

Bob, do you love people even when they reject you? 

Bob, do you love people even when they made demands of you? 

Bod, do you love people even when you are tired and ready to 

turn back home? 

Bob, do you love people even when you think they are acting 

with a mean spirit and you will have to clean up the aftermath of 

their poor behavior? 

Bob, do you love people even when they do not love you? 

Bob, do you love people even when they will not follow your 

lead? (And do you realize that sometimes they shouldn’t!)  

 

And the deepest implication of the question is this –  

 Bob, do you love God, and are you on a journey to the 

Source of love, that will allow you to love in all circumstances?   

 

I live with these questions.  And, to be perfectly honest, the 

answer is too often “No,” and I am reminded that need to return 

to the Source.  I answer “No!” and am reminded that I need to 

set my face on Jesus – the Source of all love and life.   

 

We are called to journey with Christ?  Will we come with him?  

We can help each other along the Way, will we come?  At times 

the journey will be hard, but the reward is a life full of love – 

Will we come?  Jesus is calling... 
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