The Fifth Sunday after Pentecost – 2007
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I. Introduction

Roughly 2.1 billion people claim Christianity as their religion, making it the largest religion in the world, followed by Islam.  Hav​ing said that I have to qualify it: Christianity is not so much a religion, as it is a relationship with the Risen and Living Christ.  

This Jesus, both then and now, has always made the invitation to follow him a personal one.  “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who trusts in me drink. As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.’”  
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With an invitation like that, it is not hard to understand why so many people want to follow Jesus—to be blessed with that living water and be a blessing to others as well. And yet, even though we want to say “yes” to following him and be a part of that flow, we are always finding excuses that dam up the river… just like the would-be disciples in the gospel lesson.
II. Damming up the river 
Opening
At first glance, Jesus’ response to each of the three seemed harsh compared with their request.  But assuming that Jesus knew something about what was in the heart of each of three, those three can teach us something about ourselves

Leaving our comfort zone
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What all three had in common was a reluctance to leave the comfort of what was familiar. "Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head", cautioned Jesus to the first.  Your concept of “home” is going to have to change.  
The second would-be disciple asked for permission to first bury his father.  The phrase 'to bury one's father' is a traditional figure of speech that referred specifically to the duty of the son to remain at home and care for his parents until they were laid to rest respectfully.  In other words, he was saying to Jesus, “Following you sounds like a great idea, but it doesn’t fit into my life right now. I am comfortable with my life right now.  I know what’s expected of me.  I don’t want to change things quite yet.”  To which Jesus’ responds, “Your view of who you are and what your life is about is too small.  Leave that view behind and come proclaim the good news.”
Looking back

To understand Jesus’ response to the last person, you need to know your Old Testament.  The prophet Elijah was instructed by God to call Elisha to be his disciple.  When Elijah met him, Elisha was plowing a field behind a yoke of oxen.  When Elijah called him to follow, Elisha responded by saying he had to first say farewell to those at home.  But he did more than say goodbye.  He slaughtered his oxen, cooked them over a fire fueled by the yokes, and had a feast for his family and neighbors.  It was not only a farewell, but a sign that he was resolved to never return to that way of life again.

Jesus didn’t see that same kind of resolve in that third would-be disciple.  Instead he saw someone who, with a little persuasion from his family, would end up not following Jesus.  “You have to choose your allegiance,” said Jesus.  “Will it be to me or to something else?”  
Closing
All three were trying to put conditions on their discipleship.  “I will follow you Jesus if… if I can stay in my comfort zone, if I can choose when following you best fits in my life, if I don’t have to give up anything.”  But the more conditions we put on the terms of our discipleship, the more logs we put in the river to dam it up, and the blessings of the Kingdom do not flow. 
III. God’s patience in the face of our reluctance
Opening
Those three would-be disciples help us to understand our own reluctance to follow Jesus on his terms.  But let me assure you that If that describes you, you are in good company.
People of faith reluctant to follow
Let’s start the list with Moses who tried every excuse he could think of so that God would send someone else to Egypt instead of him (Ex. 3:11).  Years later Gideon said, “How can I deliver Israel?  My clan is the weakest, and I am in the least in my clan.” (Jdg. 6:15)  Isaiah didn’t want to be a prophet because he was “a man of unclean lips”.  (Is. 6:5)   Jeremiah had a similar excuse: “Lord God, I don’t know how to speak for I am only a boy.” (Jer. 1:6)  And of course the prophet Jonah literally ran away when he was called. (Jonah 1:3)
And yet each of these people, however reluctantly, eventually did what God asked, and God blessed their reluctant discipleship.  This is Good News, because it means that God does not write an "F" in indelible ink when we are called to follow and we offer excuses instead.  Every failure is an invitation to repentance and blessing.
Being faithful in the little things
Every day starts fresh with that invitation to follow Jesus on his terms… to be willing to step out of our comfort zone; to be willing to follow him now, today, and not later; to be willing to let go of the familiar and take new steps.
Every day is an opportunity to watch the blessings of the Spirit flow through us when we put aside our excuses, and trust in the one we call Lord.  Every day is an opportunity to watch how Jesus is faithful to us as we risk the little things… that’s how we learn to trust in his faithfulness when we are faced with the big things.

Closing
Christianity is a relationship with Jesus, and this Jesus calls each one of us personally to follow him—and yes, we are probably more like those three would-be disciples then we care to admit.  But though Jesus won’t lessen the size of the task to which he calls us, he is nonetheless very patient with us as we learn to trust him and take those new steps.
IV. Conclusion

We wonder if any of the would-be disciples in our Gospel lesson ever dropped their excuses and followed Jesus.  If so, then I am sure they experienced what Jesus promised they would: <click> “Let the one who believes in me drink… out of the believer’s heart will flow rivers of living water.”
People of God, we have been blessed to be a blessing; we have been called to be fountains of living waters to those around us.  Let us take heart in this Jesus whose love has never failed us, and dare to trust him and follow where he leads us.  There are so many who need the blessing he is calling us to give.  Amen.
I want to stay in my comfort zone like I have when I am at home.








This isn’t a good time in my life for me to make major changes.








There are other things more important to me than my allegiance to Jesus.











