27 June 2010

Luke 9:51-62

In the book of Acts, the sequel to Luke's gospel, Luke often refers to Christianity as 'the Way'.  In English translations, the Way usually appears in capitals, to mark its significance, but it is simply the common word for 'road', as we heard it in the reading – 'as they were going along the road'

So when Luke speaks of roads and going on journeys and being on the way, we should listen up, because he's doing more than giving us a travelogue – he's talking about what it means to be a Christian, to follow Jesus, to be a disciple. 

Now the reading we heard today uses the word 'to journey' five times – although it gets a bit lost in translation. We could put it this way:

    *      v. 51 -- he set his face to journey into Jerusalem

    *      v. 52 -- and journeying they entered into a Samaritan village

    *      v. 53 -- because his face was journeying into Jerusalem

    *      v. 56 -- and they journeyed into another village

    *      v. 57 -- and as they journeyed on the way, a certain person said to him... 

Luke in fact frames the rest of his gospel, from here right through to chapter 19, as a long journey to Jerusalem. The gospel readings in the lectionary  from now until the end of November will follow that journey. And one of Luke's intentions is to show us, his readers, what it means to follow Jesus, to be a disciple, to be a Christian. That's his invitation to us for the rest of this year – 
to consider how we might follow Jesus. 

So where do we begin? Well, Jesus begins by 'setting his face to go (journey) to Jerusalem'. 'He set his face' – that speaks of decision and resolve  and single-minded determination. It speaks of a decision to pursue a particular course, a commitment to see it through to the end – and we know that Jesus was well aware of what the end would be. Earlier in this chapter, on the mountain when Jesus was transfigured, Moses and Elijah had appeared with him speaking of 'his departure / his exodus'
  Jesus had spoken twice with his disciples of what lay before him - suffering, rejection, being killed – and rising again
.

There is no doubt that Jesus journeyed very deliberately to Jerusalem. He had made a clear choice, to fulfill the purpose for which he came into the world, to preach the gospel, bringing healing and sight and freedom  to all who needed it. 

Jesus' disciples went with him. They were on the journey, learning what it meant to follow Jesus. But Luke makes sure that we know, and they know, right from the beginning that this was not going to be a  triumphal procession, a victory parade, with cheering crowds and welcome mats out along the way.  

'As they are on the way, they enter a Samaritan village' – and the people will not receive him, because his face is set toward Jerusalem.  

(I wonder what it looked like, that set face? It seems to have been immediately recognisable.) 

James and John are irate. After all, they had  been up there on the mountain when Jesus was transfigured, 

they saw his glory, and Moses and Elijah with him. They would have been mulling over 
Simon Peter's inspired declaration: “you are the Christ, the Messiah”
. Jesus was not just a traveling teacher, not even another prophet – in Jesus they were getting to see and know God in a new and very real way. These Samaritans needed to be taught a lesson -  and they knew how such lessons could be taught. They knew the stories of their faith, they knew about the time when Elijah had been insulted by the king's soldiers, and he had called down fire from heaven on them
. Here was Jesus, the Messiah, definitely greater than Elijah. A bit of consuming fire would seem to be just what was needed. 

But Jesus had set his face to go to Jerusalem. And part of his mission, his purpose, was to demonstrate a new way to live, the way of love. Violence always produces more violence, and Jesus had come to break the cycle of violence by dying and forgiving rather than by killing and exacting vengeance.
 The way that he was following was a way that led to rejection and suffering and being killed – and he was willing to walk that way in love, because only by doing that could he disarm the power of violence, of coercion, of hatred, the power of death. 

So Jesus turns, turns his face away from Jerusalem, away from the path that he has decided to follow, turns to James and John, and he rebukes the disciples. It was very important that they realise that old patterns of behaviour,  old ways of treating enemies, old responses to rejection are not part of Jesus' Way. Jesus is living a new and living way – can they see it and learn from it and follow it, becoming the disciples Jesus has called them to be? 

A commentator on this passage said:“Jesus will respond to violence, but with love. We assume correctly that God would not be passive in the face of human violence - we are led astray by our inability to imagine any other response. The only thing left to us is to imagine that God  is violent in the end. Call it righteous wrath, call it what you want, 
it is violence, no matter how you slice it or dice it 
or try to mask it with talk of love and mercy. This is the failure of imagination that trapped James and John, the hidden thinking behind their incomprehension of who Jesus was and what he was about.”
 

Now here's a lesson that Jesus' disciples have taken a very long time to learn. We continue to find it very difficult to imagine alternative responses to violence. 

[An aside – in two week's time, on Monday 12  July, the annual Peace Lecture organised by the Dunedin Abrahamic Interfaith Group is being given by a Thai Muslem political scientist. His lecture title is "Overcoming cultural resistance to non-violence" and in part he will be looking at the lack of nonviolent language to identify most present-day fighting against injustice. After spending time with today's reading, I want to hear what he has to say about this, particularly the ideas he will present on how to redress this problem!]

So, Jesus has set his face to go to Jerusalem. There he will face all that human violence can do to him. And he will respond with love. 

But what of those who want to join him on The Way. What about others who want to follow Jesus? What about us who call ourselves Christian after him? Luke immediately records three incidents involving would-be disciples, to demonstrate what Jesus expects of those who follow him. 

The first seems very keen and eager  - I'll follow you – wherever. But Jesus is going to Jerusalem, where Herod (that fox) is king, where the Roman governor and army, Gentiles all of them (and sometimes 'the birds of the air' refers to the Gentile nations) are in control. The established powers have a home base –
 but Jesus warns 'The Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head'. The life of discipleship is not one that guarantees shelter and security, a place to call your own. And Jesus is not interested in enticing people into following him without laying that reality before them.

To another person Jesus said 'Follow me.' And the response he receives is not unreasonable – 
'first let me bury my father'. In Jesus' culture, children - especially sons - were the only social security. If you had sons, they (and their wives and children) were expected to stick around 
to take care of you until you died, and then to make sure you got a proper burial. The least you could do to "honour your father and mother"
  was to take care of them when they grow old.
 But Jesus said – Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God. 

What might be an equivalent for us today? I suspect in Samoan culture it may be something rather similar, because it seems to me that the priority placed on family is much higher in Samoan culture than in Kiwi culture. So giving first priority to family, providing for family members, and honouring elders, would make a lot of sense, and you can probably feel the shock that would have greeted Jesus' words. 

In Western culture, Kiwi culture, I think the equivalent would probably be something far more individualistic, perhaps something like, 'Let other people make money and pursue their own pleasures with no thought for anyone else; but you go and live simply, putting God first, 
not your own interests and desires.”

Then there is another who volunteers to follow Jesus, but with conditions –  to acknowledge those who are important to her, the primary relationships that have held her and nourished her and made her who she is. And yet Jesus doesn't see it that way. He talks about the difficulty of trying to plough straight while  looking backwards – 
trying to drive forward while looking in the rear view mirror.  The life of discipleship requires a forward-looking focus, not fretting over the sins of the past (which have been forgiven) nor feeling satisfied with the good things in the past, whether successes, comforts or satisfactions. Just as Jesus 'set his face' to go to Jerusalem, so disciples need to look forward so that they can follow after him.

What we don't hear is how each of these would-be disciples responded to Jesus. Luke leaves the possibilities open – perhaps they did in fact follow Jesus on the way to Jerusalem, or perhaps they continued on the path they had been on, attending to the expectations and responsibilities they had within their own society. In that open-ended place,  we can find ourselves addressed by these words of Jesus. 

We are here because we consider his words, his life to be important. We are here because we have heard his call to follow him. And today we hear it once again – and hear again what that might mean, what effect it might have for our day to day living. 

How do we follow Jesus on a path that rebukes violence and finds alternative responses? 

How do we respond to Jesus' call in the face of our society's and culture's expectations – whether the claims of family or of individualism? How do we put the past behind us and set our face to follow Jesus even on the road to Jerusalem? 







Let us take a time of silence now to hear Jesus' call to us – Follow me' and to consider our response.
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