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The Third Sunday after Pentecost, June 30th 2019 
St. John’s Lutheran Church, Summit, NJ 

Luke 9:51-62 (C) 
 

Grace be to you and peace from God our Creator, Redeemer, and Life-giving Spirit. Amen. 
 

 “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of 

foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity…”  So begins Charles Dickens’ 

classic novel, “A Tale of Two Cities”, written 160 years ago.  But I think it aptly captures so much of 

what we’re experiencing today.  

Even as we gather here this morning to praise and worship God, throngs of people from all over 

the world, including our Pastor Blake, are gathering in New York City for WorldPride, marking the 50th 

Anniversary of the Stonewall Uprising and a half-century of LGBTQIA+ liberation. My guess is that it 

will be the biggest Gay Pride parade ever held.  And what a blessing that Stonewall Riot 50 proved to 

be.   

When I was ordained, I couldn’t even say the word “lesbian” from the pulpit for fear that if I said 

it, somebody might suspect that I was one. Now here I am today, 35 years later, married to a woman 

whom loved for 21 years, with 2 sons and daughters-in-love and 2 grandchildren.  It still amazes me 

that not only our society, but also our church, have come so far.  For today in many places, though 

certainly not all, we not only welcome, but receive and even celebrate the gifts that our LGBTQIA+ 

siblings are.  (Yes; we’ll study the alphabet of diversity later.) 

Have we come a long way? Absolutely!  And do we still have a long way to go, especially to 

ensure justice, dignity and safety for our transgender kinfolk? Most definitely!  But for all that was, for 

all that is, and for all that is to come as we work to create the beloved community of God we say, 

“Thanks be to God!”  Yes, for so many people and so many reasons, it is the best of times. 

But not for all of God’s children.  No, for far too many, these are the worst of times.  For the 



 2 

young Black family that was traumatized beyond belief in late May by 6 power hungry, trigger happy 

members of the Phoenix, AZ police department, these are terrifying days.  Think about it… Stealing is 

rarely justified.  But it is beyond outrageous when a 4-year-old girl and her 24-year-old father walk out 

of a Family Dollar Store with a Baby Alive doll and a pack of underwear, and are stopped, screamed 

at, and have guns drawn on them --- almost assuredly because they were Black.  This probably was 

the worst experience this family ever had, and they will likely be traumatized for life! 

And what a heartbreaking and anxiety-filled week it has been!  For those worried about whether 

the escalating tensions between our country and Iran will lead to war, these are not the best of times.  

Nor are there even words to describe the sin, the evil that we as a nation are perpetrating on poor 

migrants and especially the children, who come to this country seeking asylum.   They just want to live 

in safety, with the freedom and dignity that all of God’s children deserve.   

Could any of us with children or grandchildren imagine our beloved little ones living under the 

deplorable conditions in which these young ones are detained? And how can we not weep when we 

see pictures of dead parents and children floating in what they had hoped would be waters of liberation 

and instead were rivers of death? I know we don’t want to hear about these things in church, and God 

knows that I wish I didn’t have to preach about them, but church is not a place from which to escape 

the world. Church is the place where we receive bread for our journey in word and sacrament so we 

can BE the church in the world.   

So what does the Gospel have to say about these things? What is the good news of God in 

Jesus Christ that speaks to this crazed and fearful world?  “Follow me.” That’s what Jesus has to say, 

“Follow me.”  Those two words sound so simple; but they’re a lot harder to do than many of us think.  

You see, Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem.  “He has set his face to Jerusalem”, says the text, and 

there won’t be any turning around, no going back --- because he was going there to die.  Jesus did 



 3 

what folks in the Civil Rights era sung about, he wasn’t gonna let nobody and no thing turn him 

around. He was gonna keep on walking, keep on talking, marching up to the Freedom Land that was a 

cross. 

 He wasn’t gonna let nobody turn him round from doing what God had sent him here to do --- to 

proclaim through his words and deeds, the beloved kingdom of God.  Jesus wasn’t gonna let nobody 

deter him from his mission --- not the Samaritans who rejected him; nor the disciples like James and 

John who wanted to use violence to kill the Samaritans; and not his would-be followers who didn’t or 

couldn’t count the cost of discipleship. No, Jesus “set his face” to Jerusalem and he wasn’t gonna let 

nobody keep him from moving on. 

 Wouldn’t it be a good thing if we could do that do --- if we could just focus on our mission --- as 

a congregation, as a church and individually?  Unlike what Jesus did in his journey toward Jerusalem, 

it’s often the case that we set our faces toward doing what God needs or wants us to do, and then 

chicken out because of the excuses we make.  I’m talking about myself here, but maybe sometimes 

you see yourself in this way too.  This lesson is a hard one friends; because so many of us, like these 

would-be disciples of Jesus in our gospel, want to follow him, but on their own terms.  

 As they are journeying along, a man who had heard about Jesus’ eagerly comes up to him and 

says, “I will follow you wherever you go.” I think the man really meant what he said, so Jesus’ 

response must have caught him off guard.  In effect Jesus said, “If you want to follow me, you better 

count the cost. Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but I don’t even have a place to lay 

down my head.”   

It’s hard to hear these words of Jesus and not think about these migrant children of God on our 

country’s southern border who have no place to even lay their heads because they’re kept in squalid, 

grossly overcrowded and inhumane detention centers.  In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus says that it is 
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indeed him, whom we see whenever we deny, mistreat and reject people such as these. “Whatever 

you do to the least of these my brothers and sisters, is what you do to me.”  Discipleship is costly, says 

Jesus.  

“Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but I don’t even have a place to lay down 

my head…You won’t find me at the Short Hills Hilton”, says Jesus. “But you might find me homeless 

and sitting on a bench at the Summit Train Station, or trying to cross our country’s southern border. 

Discipleship won’t be easy; so you better know ahead of time what you’re getting into.” We don’t know 

what happened to that first eager disciple.  Maybe he took Jesus at his word and followed him. Maybe 

he just turned around and walked away disappointed.  Let’s hope he did the former.   

As they continued on their way, Jesus spoke to another person in the group and said, “Follow 

me.”  This time Jesus made the invitation.  That potential disciple probably felt honored to be singled 

out by Jesus for a chance to join him on his mission.  And he was ready to follow Jesus too, as soon 

as he took care of business at home.  “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” Jesus’ response to 

him sounded even harsher than what he said to the first one.  “Let the dead bury their own dead. As 

for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

 If I were either of those disciples, I probably would have felt discouraged, and I might have even 

argued with Jesus.  “Why can’t I do both, Lord? Why can’t I take care of my parents and serve God? 

Isn’t that what the fourth commandment says, “Honor your father and mother?”  They certainly would 

have been reasonable questions don’t you think?    

 When the third person comes up to Jesus and says, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me say 

goodbye to my family”, Jesus stops him right away.  “There can’t be any “buts” when it comes to 

following God.  No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is ready for the kingdom of God.”  
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In essence Jesus was saying, “Don’t look back.  You can’t plow a field or drive a car by looking 

backward. You’ve got to keep looking straight ahead, you’ve got to keep your eyes on the prize.”   

 The prize for Jesus was the cross that awaited him.  That’s why his focus was so single- 

minded; that’s why his face was set to Jerusalem.  He knew that he was going there to die. He knew 

that he was going there to take on all the violence, prejudice, self-centeredness and hatred that we 

humans inflict on each other so he could save us from ourselves.  He knew that he was going there to 

give his life so that we, and all people might have life, abundant life with God. Jesus knew he was 

going to Jerusalem to reclaim God’s vision for the human family --- a vision of compassionate care for 

all creation; where God’s inclusive love is practiced and poured out on and for the whole world.  

 It is because of this love, sisters and brothers, that Jesus set his face to Jerusalem and 

wouldn’t let nobody turn him round.  And it is this same love to which we are called today --- a love that 

stoops to serve; a love that is all-encompassing; a love that welcomes all, forgives all, restores all, 

again and again and again.  

 Dietrich Bonheoffer once said that when Christ calls a man or woman, he bids them come and 

die. That’s what Jesus asks of us today --- to die to those things that keep us from being who God 

wants and needs for us to be. To die to the “if’s, ands, and buts” of our lives so we can stay focused on 

doing the will of God in this world. The decision is always God’s first, but today Jesus is inviting us to 

come along for the most amazing journey of our life.  Today he asking you and me, “Will you come 

and follow me if I but call your name?  I pray we all will. Amen.  

 

Pastor Gladys G. Moore 


