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SUMMARY
Jesus calls his followers to look towards a new way of life. But sometimes it’s hard to predict what it looks like with any accuracy. 

AT A GLANCE
Looking to the future, followers of Jesus often fail to see how discipleship will disrupt their normal routines. Our assumptions and predictions will cause problems for us — unless they are in response to the words of Jesus and the coming of the kingdom. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “Song of the Insomniac,” July 1, 2007. 

People are not very good at predicting the future.
When the Covid-19 pandemic hit the United States in March 2020, many of us thought we’d be home for a few weeks. The virus would pass through the country, and then we’d all be back to school, work and church.
We thought we’d surely be able to gather for Easter Sunday in April!
Well … it didn’t exactly turn out that way.
Most of us did make it back for Easter … in April of the next year.
But our vision of a quick end to the pandemic was not the most boneheaded prediction of all time. All through history, people have made terrible assessments of what a good next step would be.
In The Washington Post, columnist John Kelly lists a number of real stinkers. In the year 1486, a royal committee was gathered in Spain. They said it would be wrong for the king and the queen to provide funding for an Italian explorer named Christopher Columbus. The committee members insisted that sailing west to Asia would take a ridiculously long three years. And why would anyone want to spend so much time at sea? They believed that there was nothing between Europe and Asia but a vast and featureless ocean.
“Don’t do it!” they advised. But the king and queen decided to fund Columbus anyway. He landed in the Bahamas in October 1492, starting a movement of globalization that continues to this day. Yes, there was a terrible human cost to this movement, especially among the indigenous peoples. And problems continue with globalization today. But the Spanish committee of 1486 was wrong to assume that there was nothing of value between Europe and Asia.
The value of land has always been tough to predict. Nearly 400 years after the journey of Columbus, a congressman from New York named Orange Ferriss couldn’t believe that the United States would be willing to pay Russia $7 million for the Alaska Territories. That might have seemed like a lot of money, but it was still a good deal — just two cents per acre. Ferriss complained to his fellow congressmen, “Of what possible commercial importance can this territory be?” 

James and John Make a Prediction
In the gospel of Luke, Jesus knows exactly where he needs to go — “he set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51). The importance of that city to his ministry and mission is very clear to Jesus. But confusion arises on his way to Jerusalem, causing his disciples and a number of potential followers to make some problematic predictions.
First, two disciples enter a village of the Samaritans and attempt to arrange some hospitality. But the Samaritans do not receive Jesus, because they are not supportive of his plans to go to Jerusalem. James and John are incensed. Predicting Jesus’ reaction, they say to him, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” (v. 54). They are convinced that Jesus would want the complete destruction of this rude and unwelcoming town.
But the prediction of James and John is problematic. Jesus is not interested in the destruction of the Samaritans, so he turns to James and John and rebukes them for their destructive impulses. Then the disciples and Jesus move on to another village.
A desire to use violence in the name of God is not unusual. In the Spanish Inquisition, Christians used imprisonment and execution to combat heresy. In European witch trials, flogging and exile were common punishments. And even today, Christians use violence against members of other religions, secular groups, and even other Christian denominations. 
Researchers have found that violence is often driven by negative emotions, such as anger or fear. James and John are certainly angry at the Samaritans for rejecting Jesus. But David Chester, a professor of psychology, has found that even positive emotions play a big role in aggressive behavior. Positive feelings of power and dominance can also drive violence.
“Aggression isn’t just about ‘I’m angry and I want to hit someone,’” Chester says. “It’s also about how it feels good sometimes to get revenge on someone who has wronged you.” Remember this insight the next time you want to lash out at someone who has treated you badly. Your anger might be righteous, but Jesus is not interested in destruction.

Three Followers … Three Assumptions
Next, as Jesus and the disciples are going along the road to Jerusalem, a person says to Jesus, “I will follow you wherever you go.” Jesus says to him, “Foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (vv. 57-58).
The man probably thinks to himself, “Gee, I really like to sleep in my own bed at night.” Don’t we all? At this point, it seems that he slips away and heads home.
Then, Jesus says to another potential disciple, “Follow me.” But the man says, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father” (v. 59). That seems like a reasonable request, doesn’t it? A good next step. After all, the Ten Commandments say, “Honor your father and your mother” (Exodus 20:12).
But Jesus says, “Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:60). The grieving man doesn’t know how to respond, so he drops out of the crowd — probably to take care of the funeral arrangements.
Finally, another potential follower says, “I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home” (v. 61). Again, a reasonable and respectful request: A quick good-bye to the family, so they won’t think that their loved one has disappeared.
But Jesus says, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God” (v. 62). The request of the final follower is immediately denied.
The first man envisions a place to rest. The second assumes he will be able to bury his father. The third is anticipating a chance to say good-bye to his family. They seem like reasonable expectations. So why does Jesus consider them to be problematic?
All three of these potential disciples fail to see that a future with Jesus is very different from the past. They cannot imagine a time in which they don’t have a bed to sleep in, or the opportunity to go to a funeral, or the chance to visit with their family.
They are like the man who wrote about airplanes in the March 1904 issue of Popular Science Monthly. He said, “The machines will eventually be fast, they will be used in sport, but they are not to be thought of as commercial carriers.”
Talk about a problematic prediction! Now, around the globe, roughly 100,000 flights take off and land every day.
Jesus is calling his followers to look towards a new way of life, one that is hard to predict with any accuracy. In the very next chapter of Luke, Jesus gives 70 of his followers a set of commands, telling them to “carry no purse, no bag, no sandals” (10:4). “Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this house,’” says Jesus. “Eat what is set before you; cure the sick who are there, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you’” (vv. 5, 8-9).

What Can We Do if We Can’t Predict?
When Jesus looks into the future, he sees the kingdom of God coming near. He doesn’t see comfortable beds, respectful funeral services or satisfying family visits. Jesus envisions a future that is very difficult for us to predict, because it is a future being created by God. 
But this does not mean there is nothing for the followers of Jesus to do. “We can’t build the kingdom by our own efforts,” writes biblical scholar N.T Wright. “But we can build for the kingdom. Every act of justice, every word of truth, every creation of genuine beauty, every act of self-sacrificial love, will be reaffirmed [in the kingdom of God].” All are solid next steps.
These acts do not have to be shocking in order to be significant. The cup of coffee given with gentleness to a homeless person at a day shelter, “the piece of work done honestly and thoroughly; the prayer that comes from heart and mind together; all of these and many more,” says Wright, “are building blocks for the kingdom.”
Looking to the future, we followers of Jesus often fail to see what he desires for us. Like James and John, we assume that Jesus wants to destroy the people who disrespect us. Like the three potential followers on the road, we cannot envision that discipleship will disrupt our normal routines.
The truth is that our assumptions and predictions will cause problems for us, unless they are in line with the coming of the kingdom. But if we act in ways that are in response to the words of Jesus, we will be adding important building blocks to the kingdom of God.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
2 Kings 2:1-2, 6-14
What Does the Text Say?
The events of the text occur between summaries of two distinct regencies: those of Ahaziah and his brother Jehoram (1:17b-18; 3:1-3). The narrative begins by removing all doubt as to the outcome of this story: Elijah would be taken “up to heaven by a whirlwind” (2:1). No suspense here! The style is in the way the narrator introduces Elisha’s death in 13:14: “Now when Elisha had fallen sick with the illness of which he was to die. ...” What is left unsaid is the way Elisha will be appointed or anointed Elijah’s successor. The outline of the story unfolds quickly and easily. The geography is specific, and each stage of their journey is characterized by not only the dialogue between the prophets and Elisha, but between Elijah and Elisha. At each point, Elijah says, “Stay here,” (2:2, 4, 6) and each time Elisha responds: “I will not leave you” (2:2, 4, 6). This repetitive structure ends when they reach the Jordan River. As for the chariots of fire, it is not explicitly stated that he ascends into heaven in these selfsame chariots, but rather that he “ascended in a whirlwind into heaven” (v. 11). The turning point of the narrative achieved, the action now reverses. Elisha picks up the mantle of the departed prophet, strikes the waters of the Jordan and asks, “Where is the LORD, the God of Elijah?” (vv. 13-14). When the waters part, both Elisha and the prophets watching from the west bank know full well where the God of Elijah is: The LORD is with Elisha as he had been with Elijah.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Should I Stay or Should I Go? In the text Elijah repeatedly tells Elisha, “Stay.” Sounds like he’s talking to a dog. “Stay, Elisha, stay!” But Elisha doesn’t stay; he goes. Reminds one of “The Clash” hit, “Should I Stay or Should I Go?” “Darling you got to let me know / Should I stay or should I go? /If you say that you are mine / I’ll be here ‘til the end of time / So you got to let me know / Should I stay or should I go?” Elisha’s dilemma is not like some perplexing situations that Christians have which can be ultimately drilled down to what’s the right decision, the moral choice, the ethical application. In this case, Elisha gets an explicit command, not just from any source, but from the holiest prophet in Israel’s history. “STAY!” So, what’s the problem? The easy response would be, “Okay, I’ll stay.” What if you feel the Lord is telling you to stay? Could you justify disobedience and go — instead of staying? Can you find other examples in Scripture when mortals have dared to resist God and request a different plan? Notice, however, that Elijah gave his consent when Elisha insisted on going instead of staying. Could Elijah/God’s command to stay have been a test of commitment and perseverance?

Psalm 77:1-2, 11-20
What Does the Text Say?
This plaintive, wistfully hopeful psalm is best seen as a whole. The psalmist is wide awake at night, crying aloud to God in anguish. Notice the repeated “aloud to God” of verse 1b, where the psalmist wants to be sure to be heard. The psalmist makes pleas to God in both vocal and physical ways (“my hand is stretched out”), night and day, without letting up (“without wearying”). The psalmist directly accuses God of causing the wakeful distress; even so, the psalmist appeals to God. Verses 13-20 present more specifically the graphic remembrances of God’s mighty deeds in past times, with the implied prayerful hope that they will be experienced anew. In the past, Israel’s God, the greatest God of all (v. 13), has redeemed God’s people in powerful ways. God delivered them through tornadic storms and terrible waters. The hearer will remember that God brought creation out of the chaotic waters, delivered humanity from the destructive flood, and brought Israel safely through the sea.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The God of Miracles. This text is descriptive of God in several ways. God is great, God’s deeds are mighty, God is holy, God redeems, and God works miracles. The word comes up twice (vv. 11 and 14). But whereas the NIV gives us “miracles,” the NRSV translates the Hebrew as “wonders.” This latter word seems less imposing or impressive. One might hem and haw about whether God still performs miracles, but wonders, well, yes, most Christians can go along with that. The preacher, then, can discuss what it is that inspires awe and wonder in us today. Or “What has God done for us lately?” Or, is God still a God of miracles? If one answers “No” to that question, doesn’t that lead to the next question: “Well, if God is not a God of miracles, what kind of a lame God is that?” A God that doesn’t do the mighty, the miraculous? Really? Doesn’t sound like much of a God, does it? What does God do, anyway?

Galatians 5:1, 13-25
What Does the Text Say?
Although “called to freedom,” Paul also says that we are “through love [to] become slaves to one another” (v. 13). Freedom, then, is not the opposite of slavery, but rather a matter of what one serves. Paul asserts that the “whole law” can be reduced to the command, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (v. 14). The command applied individually (“I must love others as I love myself”), of course, cannot stave off abuse. Yet when applied communally where every “neighbor” who is to be loved is simultaneously a “you,” who must also show love in return to the other who is reciprocally a “neighbor,” then there is a freedom to act for others even as there are restraints established by what we recognize as unloving when directed toward ourselves. The “fruit of the Spirit” (vv. 22-23a) are virtues that exist essentially in relationship. The placing of “self-control” at the end of the virtues draws attention to this fundamental distinction between gratifying the self’s desires and restraining them. Quite literally at the heart of Paul’s argument in this passage is his conviction that what we truly “want” is to live in relationship with God and others, but the “flesh” opposes the leading of the Spirit “to prevent [us] from doing what [we] want.” If we fail to recognize this deepest restlessness of our hearts, then we will be distracted and ultimately enslaved by our baser desires. Belonging to Christ (v. 24) as a slave belongs to a master is ironically the means of our liberation in Christ (v. 1). “Freedom” is ultimately found not in independence of the self, but in relationship.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Time to Invent a New Fruit? If you’re not happy with apples and oranges, or even something more exotic like mangoes or pomegranates, you might invent a new fruit. How about a plerry, or a pluot or an aprium (plum + cherry, plum + apricot)? Care for a peacharine (peach + nectarine)? These are real fruits that have been “invented” by creative geneticists and agricultural breeders. This should be an easy opening for the preacher to talk about spiritual fruit, and perhaps to stress that we need not try to invent a new spiritual fruit, until we’ve adequately sampled the ones on the menu provided in verses 22-23. This is the Fruit Diet, and with these fruits we will do just fine. That said, it could be fun to play with combining two of the spiritual fruits so as to get a new one. If you had joy + peace, for example, would that be a new spiritual fruit called “joyce” or “peacoy”? You could talk about “goodpea,” “lovoy,” “goodkind,” or “genfaith,” etc.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Between 1956 and 1962, the University of Cape Town psychologist Kurt Danziger asked 436 South African high-school and college students to imagine they were future historians. Write an essay predicting how the rest of the 20th century unfolds, he told them. “This is not a test of imagination — just describe what you really expect to happen,” the instructions read.
Of course, everyone wrote about apartheid. Roughly two-thirds of black Africans and 80 percent of Indian descendants predicted social and political changes amounting to the end of apartheid. Only 4 percent of white Afrikaners, on the other hand, thought the same. How did they get it so wrong?
Students’ predictions were more like fantasies. “Those who were the beneficiaries of the existing state of affairs were extremely reluctant to predict its end,” Danziger explains, “while those who felt oppressed by the same situation found it all too easy to foresee its collapse.”
Psychology research indeed suggests that the more desirable a future event is, the more likely people think it is. When the sociologists Edward Brent and Donald Granberg studied wish fulfillment in U.S. presidential elections between 1952 and 1980, they found that 80 percent of each of the major candidates’ supporters expected their preferred candidate to win by a ratio of around four to one. …
In one study, [Rutgers University psychologist Neil] Weinstein and his collaborators asked people to estimate the probability that their Texas town would be hit by a tornado. Everyone thought that their own town was less at risk than other towns. Even when a town was actually hit, its inhabitants continued to believe that their town was less likely to get hit than average. But then, by chance, one town got hit twice during the study. Finally, these particular townspeople realized that their odds were the same as all the other towns. They woke up, says Weinstein. “So you might say it takes two tornadoes.”
—Caroline Beaton, “Humans Are Bad at Predicting Futures That Don’t Benefit Them,” The Atlantic, November 2, 2017.
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/11/humans-are-bad-at-predicting-futures-that-dont-benefit-them/544709/.
Retrieved December 30, 2021.

##

I confess that in 1901, I said to my brother Orville that man would not fly for 50 years. Ever since, I have distrusted myself and avoided all predictions.
—Wilbur Wright, in a speech to the Aero Club of France, 1908.

##

Suppose a person in serious debt seeks the guidance of a financial counselor. The counselor in this illustration is the rabbi. The person in debt is the potential disciple. 
“I’d like to follow you,” says the want-to-be disciple. 
“OK,” says the counselor, “give me all of your credit cards.” 
“OK, I will … soon.”
Don’t count on it. If she’s got no plan to actually take steps to eliminate debt, change her spending habits and begin a savings program, there’s not a financial counselor in the world who can make a disciple out of a shopping addict. 
The only way we could possibly make a disciple out of such a person would be to introduce new disciplines to the one who’s made a mess of things. The counselor — the rabbi — knows which disciplines are needed. 
But until he gets a fully committed follower, it’ll be impossible for the rabbi to create a success story.
—Andy Cook, “If Jesus seems offensive, we’re missing something,” The Telegraph, February 16, 2017. 
www.macon.com.

##

During World War II the city of Palermo, Sicily, a military objective of the Allied Powers, was to be bombed by the American Air Force. To warn the Sicilians, telling them to flee, thousands of pamphlets were dropped on the city beforehand, but the citizens simply did not believe the warning. They listened, but they did not hear! When the American planes came and dropped their bombs, hundreds of Sicilians were killed; in fact, in some cold, dead hands were found the very pages urging them to leave the city.
—Dennis Kastens, Echoes of Eternity (CSS Publishing, 1983).

##

In a speech to the Religious Communication Association, Quentin Schultze quoted Soren Kierkegaard, who once suggested that, “the majority of people are not so afraid of holding a wrong opinion, as they are of holding an opinion alone.”
Schultze observes, “In other words, we human beings are social creatures who tend to go along with what other people believe rather than venture courageously in an unpopular direction. We are more fearful of being thought crazy than wrong, as long as we have the comfort of being mistaken with others. Ignorance loves company. We are creatures of fashionable, even if sometimes foolish, ideas.”
—Quentin J. Schulze, “The ‘God-Problem’ in Communication Studies,” Journal of Communication and Religion, March 2005.

##

In 1892, Alabama Rep. Hilary A. Herbert wanted to “put in the knife” into funding for the U.S. Geological Survey. Herbert said the agency didn’t contribute to “the protection of life or liberty or property.”
Rep. Henry C. Snodgrass of Tennessee felt the same way about establishing the National Zoo. “I do not believe the American people, hundreds and thousands of whom are today without homes, ought to be taxed to afford shelter and erect homes for snakes, raccoons, opossums, bears and all the creeping and slimy things of the earth,” he said in 1892.
Three decades earlier, Sen. Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania wondered why Congress was being asked to fund the Smithsonian Institution. “I am tired of all this thing called science here,” Cameron said.
—John Kelly, “History’s most boneheaded predictions were compiled in this government report,” The Washington Post, September 7, 2021, www.washingtonpost.com.

##

I don’t know what lies around the bend for us. I’m as scared as anybody, and grieving already: the end of nature and biodiversity, of safety and the privilege of travel; we have such larger losses to ache for than the end of the SUV as we know it. …
The writing has been on the wall for some years now, but we are a nation illiterate in the language of the wall. The writing just gets bigger. Something will eventually bring down the charming, infuriating naivete of Americans that allows us our blithe consumption and cheerful ignorance of the secret uglinesses that bring us whatever we want. I am not saying I’m in favor of the fall; it terrifies me. I’m saying when the nine-hundred-pound bear gets all the way out to the very tip end of the limb, something’s going to crash. Nostalgia for an earlier ignorance is not the domain of this discussion. Sitting here eating as fast as we can, while glancing around for the instruments of our demise, isn’t it either. …
What I can find is this, and so it has to be: conquering my own despair by doing what little I can. Stealing thunder, tucking it in my pocket to save for the long drought. Dreaming in the color green, tasting the end of anger. Don’t ask me for the evidence. The possibility of a kinder future, the existence of God — these are just two of many things that fall into the category I would label “impossible to prove, and proof is not the point.” Faith has a life of its own.
—Barbara Kingsolver, Small Wonder: Essays (Harper Collins, 2009).
https://www.spiritualityhealth.com
Retrieved December 30, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Luke 9:51-62
Although Jesus had traveled to Jerusalem numerous times (e.g., see Luke 2:41), Luke specifically reports only three previous visits: Jesus’ dedication to God as the firstborn son of Joseph and Mary; the Passover festival when at the age of 12 Jesus amazed the teachers with “his understanding and answers;” and, later on, the devil’s temptation “on the pinnacle of the temple” (cf. Luke 2:22-24; 42-51; 4:9-13). If this distinctive Lukan feature concerning Jesus’ prior trips to Jerusalem (i.e., he was in Galilee for the bulk of his formal ministry) is combined with the oblique notice of this passage — “When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem” (v. 51) — then Luke’s narrative, as well as Jesus’ ministry, literally pivots at this point.
The expression “set his face” is a common idiom in the OT, and customarily denotes an individual’s resolve. One instance is in the third “servant song” of Isaiah when God’s servant declares, “I have set my face like flint, / and I know that I shall not be put to shame” (Isaiah 50:7). Since Luke refers to Isaiah (e.g., Luke 3:4-6; 4:18-19; 19:46; 22:37), it’s possible he had this particular verse from Isaiah 50 in mind.
However, Ezekiel’s use of the phrase is perhaps even more indicative of Luke’s gospel. By means of an arresting image, God directs Ezekiel to “take a brick and set it before you. On it portray a city, Jerusalem; … set your face toward it, and let it be in a state of siege, and press the siege against it. This is a sign for the house of Israel. …You shall set your face toward the siege of Jerusalem, and with your arm bared you shall prophesy against it” (Ezekiel 4:1-7; emphasis added). To be sure, the brick metaphor is merely the opening salvo of God’s judgment against Jerusalem and Israel. His rebuke of Israel and Israel’s neighbors through the prophet Ezekiel is a recurring theme that routinely begins with “set your face toward” or “set your face against” (cf. Ezekiel 13:17; 14:8; 15:7; 20:46; 21:2; 25:2; 28:21; 29:2; 35:2; 38:2). In fact, this expression is like a choral refrain in Ezekiel.
Luke’s dependence on Ezekiel presents a way to contextualize Jesus’ transition from Galilee to Jerusalem. Seen against that backdrop, when Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem,” he is going there to declare God’s judgment upon Israel’s religious leaders and other haughty individuals (e.g., Luke 11:37–12:3, 49-53; 13:1-5; 16:19-31; 18:9-14) just as Ezekiel had done long ago. Moreover, in light of this, it’s reasonable to expect that Jesus would speak candidly as he made his way to Jerusalem. To employ a familiar saying, after setting his face toward Jerusalem, Jesus did not suffer fools gladly, including his own disciples (cf. 2 Corinthians 11:19).
Having alerted his readers to the seismic shift in Jesus’ earthly ministry (i.e., “he set his face to go to Jerusalem”), Luke subsequently narrates four edgy encounters. In each, the dialogue is both terse and cryptic, which challenges any interpreter.
The first altercation takes place after Jesus’ “messengers … entered a village of the Samaritans to make ready for him; but they did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem” (vv. 52-53). Given the lack of hospitality, one would expect the Samaritans to receive Jesus’ reprimand. But they do not. Instead, James and John are chastised after proposing a retaliatory gesture (v. 55). Jesus’ reaction is immediate, but merciful toward the Samaritans.
Upon further reflection, the question — “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” (v. 54) — is preposterous. First, there isn’t much evidence in Luke to suggest the apostles can even access such power, unless their ability to cure people is cited (see Luke 9:1-6). If anything, the disciples’ lack of divine power is stressed because they were unable to heal a demon-possessed boy (Luke 9:37-43; esp. v. 4). Second, apparently they did not remember Jesus’ instruction about any town that did not welcome them. Rather than calling for the heavens to rain down fire, they were to “shake the dust off [their] feet as a testimony against them” (Luke 9:5). Most of all, James and John had failed to understand that Jesus is now focused on Jerusalem and meeting his destiny there.
Following the rebuke of James and John, Luke shares three laconic conversations between Jesus and some anonymous individuals who are with him as “they were going along the road” (v. 57a). Of course, it’s an overstatement to label any of these truncated encounters as altercations, but there is a palpable awkwardness embedded in each exchange.
The first tête-à-tête is initiated by one who proudly asserts, “I will follow you wherever you go” (v. 57b). In response, “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” (v. 58). Following that, Jesus initiates the second exchange when he says to a nearby trekker, “Follow me.” Hearing Jesus’ invitation, he hesitates because he has another obligation — “Lord, first let me go and bury my father” — to which Jesus replies, “Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God” (vv. 59-60). Finally, the last sojourner, like the first, freely offers to follow Jesus, but with a qualification — “let me first say farewell to those at my home” — to which Jesus responds, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God” (vv. 61-62). In each case, these three individuals are ill-prepared to follow. They were supporters, not adherents, members of Jesus’ cohort, but not disciples. While still some distance from the city of Jerusalem, they were willing to tag along. But when Jesus makes it clear that Jerusalem is on the horizon, they are unable to commit wholeheartedly.
After “his face was set toward Jerusalem,” Jesus did not permit anything or anyone to distract him from his mission. Whenever he met individuals who were preoccupied with other matters, even two of his own disciples, Jesus did not suffer fools gladly. The encounters described in Luke 9:51-62 mark the culmination of Jesus’ Galilean ministry and initiate his most significant journey to Jerusalem. Setting his face toward Jerusalem dramatically alters the tone of Luke’s gospel and defines the concluding weeks of Jesus’ earthly life, including his eventual crucifixion. The shift is so decisive that it is impossible to interpret properly the remainder of Luke unless it is kept in view.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Luke 9:51-62
Have two children stand up and move about 5 feet apart, facing each other. Give one a ping-pong ball, and the other a cup. Let them know that you want them to play a little game. Have the child with the ball walk over and place the ball in the cup. Easy, right? Then have the child with the ball do it again, except this time she has to be looking backwards over her shoulder as she walks forward to put the ball in the cup — without looking where she is going. Point out how much harder it is to accomplish a goal when you are not able to see where you are going. Thank the children, have them sit down, then tell them the story of Jesus and the disciple who said, “I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home” (Luke 9:61). Ask the children if it seemed wrong for the disciple to want to say good-bye. Then explain that Jesus said, “No one who … looks back is fit for the kingdom of God” (v. 62). Stress that Jesus was not trying to be mean, but he was making the point that you have to face forward toward the kingdom of God, not back toward your old home. Remind the children how hard it was to put the ball in the cup when you weren’t looking where you were going. Encourage the children to keep their eyes on Jesus and to keep moving forward as they live the Christian life.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: Jesus said, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.
People: “For those who want to save their life will lose it.
All. “And those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.”
Leader: Jesus, we want to become your followers.
People: We come here today to follow you.
All: Help us … guide us … save us.
—Mark 8:35

Prayers — General
O God, we give thanks for all of Christ’s disciples who have labored in good times and bad that we might receive the good news of salvation. We give thanks for the many who have helped make your church an instrument of divine mercy and care for us. May we not rest on their labors, but eagerly seek to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ in our age. Grant us fresh understanding and renewed vision for the work of the harvest, that we, too, may be faithful to your call, laboring selflessly for the sake of the One who gave himself for the life of the world. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Jesus said, “Just as I have loved you, you should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples.” Go out into the world in love. Be challenged to base your actions on the principle of love. It will be tough — but do it knowing that the God who made you, Jesus who loves you and the power of the Holy Spirit will be with you in all you take on. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Jesus, I Have Promised
Lord, Whose Love for Humble Service
Jesus Calls Us
Worship and Praise* 
I Will Follow (Tomlin)
Close to Thee (G3 Worship)
I Belong to You (Gaskell, Moore)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Third Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
2 Kings 2:1-2, 6-14
Psalm 77:1-2, 11-20
Galatians 5:1, 13-25
Luke 9:51-62
