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7. We form ourselves into communities dedicated to equipping one another for the work we feel 

called to do: striving for peace and justice among all people, protecting and restoring the 

integrity of all God’s creation and bringing hope to those Jesus called the least of his sisters 

and brothers. 

 

8. We recognize that being followers of Jesus is costly and entails selfless love, conscientious 

resistance to evil and renunciation of privilege. 

—from “The Eight Points of Progressive Christianity” 

 

Reading: Luke 14:24-35 

 

There's a story of two men who were riding a train near London: 

 

One man said to the other, “Look over there.  That man sitting over there—that’s the Archbishop 

of Canterbury.” 

 

The other man said, “You’re crazy.  I know what the Archbishop looks like, and that’s not him.” 

 

The first man replied, “Look, I’m positive.  I’ll bet you 50 pounds that that is the Archbishop.”  

 

“You’re on!” 

 

So he went over to the older gentleman and said, “Excuse me, sir.  My friend and I were 

wondering—are you the Archbishop of Canterbury?” 

 

Whereupon he replied, “Why don’t you mind your own damn business?  Leave me the hell 

alone!” 

 

So the man went back to his friend and said, “Well, the bet is off.  He won’t answer the question, 

and we still don’t know if he’s the Archbishop.” 

 

Now, I suppose that it could have been the Archbishop.  He could have been having a bad day.  But 

most of the time we expect that people of faith can be recognized by what they do.  

 

Today I want to talk about the paradox that God both loves us without condition and that God demands 

everything of us.  Often in more conservative churches we see an image of a demanding God, but not a 

loving one.  Whereas in liberal churches we might hear of God’s inclusive, radical love for all people, 

but not the passionate demand and requirements of God.  We may even bristle at the word, 

“discipleship.”  But both are true, it seems to me.  As progressives, we need reminding! 

 

The Eight Points of Progressive Christianity, the last one on your bulletin cover says that “being a 

follower of Jesus is costly and entails selfless love, conscientious resistance to evil and renunciation of 

privilege.”  
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In today’s passage from Luke Jesus says, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and 

mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, even one’s own life, that person cannot be 

my disciple.”  (By the way, next time you run into someone who insists that the whole Bible is literally 

true, you might want to ask if they hate their mother, father, etc.  You could point out, what about Luke 

14:26? Because, of course, this is not literally true.) 

 

Rather, what Jesus meant by this is that nothing, no person, can take precedence over the way of God.  

He’s dramatizing this.  That is, if it comes down to a choice, followers are to choose.   

 

Jesus says, “Whoever does not bear one’s own cross and come after me, cannot be my disciple.”  Now 

many scholars do not believe that Jesus said these actual words, since they reference the crucifixion that 

hadn’t occurred yet.  But the writers of Luke rightly knew that Jesus set some pretty high standards by 

taking the path that he chose.  “What are you willing to die for?” is a question one must answer if one is 

to be a disciple.  One must wrestle with it and come to terms with it. 

 

Let’s read on further in our passage:   

 

For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first set down and count the cost, whether 

he has enough to complete it?  Otherwise, when he had laid a foundation, and is not able to 

finish, all who see it begin to mock him. 

 

Jesus may be quoting some proverbial wisdom of his day, or the editors of Luke may have added this 

afterwards to illustrate that one must consider whether one is actually ready for total discipleship or not.  

One cannot avoid it.  He seems to be saying, “If you’re coming with me, you have to be willing to give it 

all up.  Count the cost and do it now, before the moment of truth.”  The allegory continues: 

 

What king, going to encounter another king in war, will not sit down first and take counsel whether 

he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against him with twenty thousand? And if not, 

while the other is yet a great way off, he sends an envoy to ask for terms of peace. 

 

If there is one thing that marks discipleship is seriousness; it is not to be undertaken lightly.  And because 

of this, the followers should not decide on discipleship without advance, mature self-probing.  Like the 

king, one must decide while “a great way off.”   

And the answering of this question becomes a continual, lifelong quest. 

 

In our story today, it’s almost as if Jesus is saying, “So.  You really want to be a disciple?  Really?”  This 

is a costly way of suffering and sacrifice; there’s simply no way around it. 

 

In the New Testament the first disciples “dropped their nets” and left their boats, their jobs and livelihoods, 

and their families.  But still they were asked to give up more.  As it turns out, Jesus was demanding, 

literally, their lives.  So.  You want to be a disciple?  There is still time to back out. 

 

What we are talking about it one of the great paradoxes of the gospel:  “For whoever would save one’s 

life will lose it; and whoever loses one’s life for the sake of the gospel will save it.” This saying points to 

the truth that the more we tend to secure our lives, make them safe, the more we tend to really lose them 

and what they are all about.  And the more we are willing to risk the way of love, peace and justice, the 

richer and fuller our lives become. 
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Dietrick Bonhoeffer, that great theologian and resister of the Nazis, wrote about this great costly 

discipleship: 

 

Cheap grace is the grace we bestow on ourselves…Cheap grace is grace without discipleship.  

Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, 

the door at which one must knock…It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace 

because it gives one the only true life. 

 

The church often tries to domesticate this message and soften the challenge.  But the absolute demand 

remains.  I like how Annie Dillard put it in one of her books: 

 

It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be wearing crash 

helmets.  Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our pews.  

(from Teaching a Stone to Talk) 

 

I was thinking about how the cost of discipleship stretches us and pulls us into uncomfortable territory 

sometimes when I remembered what Glenn Beck, a political commentator said several years ago.  He 

said, 

 

Look for the words social justice or economic justice on your church website.  If you find it, run 

as fast as you can…  Now, am I advising people to leave their church?  Yes!  If you have a priest 

that is pushing social justice, go find another parish. 

 

Wow.  I found this disturbing on so many levels.  And he was talking about congregations like ours. 

There’s lots of pressure, even in some progressive churches, not to preach about social justice.  But we 

are called to do this, even at our own peril. 

 

Now, I used to think that everyone just knew that justice was an integral part of the gospel message.  “Let 

justice flow down like waters” seems pretty straightforward to me.  So it’s perhaps most disturbing that 

some people actually say that justice is unchristian!  And so it is now absolutely crucial that there are 

progressive Christians who do not run away from this and that we “strive for peace and justice among all 

people.” 

 

And again, I remind you that justice is always social.  That is, it is different from individual acts of charity.  

Justice involves the collective action of society itself.  It’s about a fair system.  Acts of compassion are 

good.  Sometimes you need to address the immediate pain or hunger or suffering.  But justice takes us 

further to address root causes.  It is about changing laws and policies and how our social system is 

organized.  Bandages are important to stop the immediate bleeding, but justice helps people from being 

cut and wounded in the first place.   

 

The church, it seems obvious to me, affirms the call to work for both charity and justice.  And yet, justice 

is far more unpopular.  And we need desperately more churches who are willing to stand up for social 

justice despite those who would try to shout us down. 

 

And so we come back to the costly discipleship again.  The cross was not something you got when you 

were compassionate.  It came because you threatened the established order.  Who got the cross?   

Those who stood up for religious expression. 

Those who stood up for fair and equal treatment for racial minorities and women. 

Those, in each generation, who stood up to power, to aggression, to violence. 
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Those who stood up, like Jesus, for the the poor against predatory wealth and a system that is 

rigged against the weak. 

Who got the cross?  As John Dominic Crossan wrote, 

 

Those who work for compassion are often canonized. 

Those who work for justice are often crucified. 

 

That wonderful peace activist, Daniel Berrigan, talked about how the costly discipleship flowed most from 

a call to work for justice.  He said, 

 

We have assumed the name of peacemakers, but we have been, by and large, unwilling to pay 

any significant price…  There is no peace because the making of peace is at least as costly as the 

making of war. 

 

Following the Prince of Peace is costly.  It requires effort, dedication and determination. 

 

Friends, the demand of God upon our lives is absolute.  It is unquenchable.  Jesus and other spiritual 

guides invite us to follow him and join in the unpopular and perilous struggle for justice and waging of 

peace.  The more that we follow the costly way of Jesus, the more it humbles us, and the more we realize 

just how impossible it really is.  And seeing this, we realize how we rely not on our own efforts but upon 

the unconditional love and radical acceptance of God.  There is nothing we have to do to receive the 

radical grace of God, and yet it requires everything of us.  As Isaac Watts wrote in his great hymn: 

 

Love so amazing, so divine, 

Demands my soul, my life, my all. 

 

God’s demand is absolute, yet so is God’s love.  Discover one, and you will discover the other. 


