
O persistent God, deliver us from assuming your mercy is gentle.   

Pressure us that we may grow more human  

not through the lessening of our struggles,  

but through an expansion of them that will undam us and unbury our gifts  

and so that we can find our true life in you.  Amen.  (Guerrillas of Grace) 

 

It’s been a long, hot summer.  And the news never seems to get any better.   

Covid keeps bubbling along, the war in Ukraine, inflation,  

floods from climate change, Roe v Wade, monkeypox.   

The list is depressing.   

And if you woke up this morning and thought it might be nice to go to church  

and hear some good news for a change,  

we are slammed by these harsh words from Luke  

about having to hate our father, mother, wife, children and brothers and sisters  

if we want to be disciple s of Jesus.   

It’s interesting he doesn’t mention hating husbands – not sure what that’s about.  

In Matthew’s version of this passage it says,  

“He who loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me”  

but Luke uses the verb to hate.   

Passages like this one don’t exactly make you want to go to church,  

much less sign on the dotted line, labeled disciple.  

Are we really supposed to hate our families?  

How do we make any sense out of this? 

Here are some possible ways to understand this passage.  

There is something called Semitic hyperbole which exaggerates a contrast  

so that it can be seen more clearly.  

Hate can mean to detest but it can also mean to love less.   

So perhaps Jesus is saying to us, the most important thing is for us to love God.  

The other loves in our lives are also important but they are lower priorities.  

He’s asking us to love them less.   

This means that if there is a conflict,  

one’s response to the demands of discipleship  

take precedence over even our most important human relationships.   

And I think Jesus might have added, if you put God first,  

then the other loves in your life will fall into place  

and your love for God will make them healthier and more loving relationships.  

 

Another way to understand the verb to hate is  

to turn away from or  to detach ourselves from.  



It is not the same as saying, “I hate you.”  

The verb denotes action, not emotion.  

Jesus’ point is not how we feel about our families but rather,  

it is about who we will choose if and when it comes  

to choosing between family and God.  

This teaching would have cut deeply  

into the hearts of the mothers and fathers in the crowd.  

Family was everything in first century Palestine.  

 

The call to discipleship is radical,  

There is no cheap grace, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote.  

Being disciples may require a changed lifestyle.  

Although grace and joy abound, they will be found  

when we let go of ownership and place our lives at God’s disposal.  

These are difficult words for all of us to hear.  

This reading from Luke challenges us to be, as Thomas Merton wrote,  

guilty bystanders, who recognize that we are part of systems  

that perpetuate suffering and injustice,  

and that we need to amend our practices  

to bring healing to our fellow humans and the planet. 

 

Or maybe Jesus was just getting a little crabby.   

It says that a large crowd was following him around.   

Maybe they were mostly hangers on, thinking Jesus was the latest   

and not wanting to miss out on a miracle or two.   

Jesus wanted them to know that his message was not a fad.   

He wanted them to know the cost of discipleship.  

His words are not a threat but rather a full disclosure  

about what it means to follow him.   

Following him doesn’t mean he hopes that we will be good citizens  

but that we might transform the world.   

Being his disciple can mean living a life so contrary to society’s expectations  

that we might enrage the authorities along the way.   

Ernie Campbell, an old-time preacher, once said,  

Then “If I’m following Jesus, why am I such a good insurance risk?” 

 

So what can we take away from this?  

Carrying Jesus’ cross, counting the cost of discipleship,  

it all sounds like an impossible task.   

How can you or I even begin to undergo the suffering of Jesus?  



What does loving God first even mean?   

Going to a church service and leaving hungry children at home?   

I guess to me, and this is not just true now, at the age of 70  

but was maybe even truer when I was 30,  

it means listening to your heart and then acting upon what you hear.   

That doesn’t mean you are going to hear God speaking to you in words  

but I do think God speaks to our hearts –  

in yearnings, in where our energy is, in what we love.   

If we ignore those promptings,  

if we push them aside in favor of things like security  

or making more money or seeking power,  

we will have missed the opportunity to be our truest selves,  

to discover capacities we never knew we had,  

to use our abilities to make a difference in the world.  

It’s not easy.  

Everything is calling us to take the big, easy smooth highway  

when our hearts may be tugging at us to take the barely discernible rutted path 

across a field in the middle of nowhere. 

 

There are so many times I have ignored the promptings of my heart. 

But there was one time that I finally paid attention. And that’s the thing about God.  

God is gracious enough to give us many chances to get it right. 

I went to school to become a civil engineer so I could do environmental work.  

And I loved that work.   

But along the way, a new desire developed, to become a priest.   

There were a lot of reasons why that did not make any sense  

and I dodged and weaved for many years, not unlike Jonah,  

doing everything he could to avoid going to Nineveh.    

But one day, in a conversation with our previous bishop,  

as I was struggling to decide what to do, he said to me,  

what will enable you to be in an honest relationship with God?   

And that question crystalized what I needed to do.   

As much as I loved environmental work  

and the people I worked with who I am still in touch with, 

I moved from wastewater treatment (!) into ministry.  

I am aware every day how much less my life would have been  

without becoming a priest.   

Without congregations like St. Andrew’s  

who have helped me every step of the way,  

who have given me so much –  



honest questions, incredible faith, tenacious hope, and the charity of acceptance 

and love. 

 

So I leave you with one question this morning. 

Imagine you are on your death-bed, 

what do you regret not having done? 

 

 

 

 


