
Last week was Transfiguration Sunday and on Wednesday some fellow brothers and sisters in Christ placed ashes on their foreheads as a symbol of the season of Lent.  A season to prepare ourselves for the betrayal, suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  Transfiguration Sunday occurs the Sunday before Lent starts because of the direction the Gospel stories themselves give us.  Luke is the clearest on this.  The transfiguration of Jesus and the voice again appearing, almost give Jesus updated orders as to what the Son must do.


Jesus will no longer be going from town to village proclaiming the Good News of God's inbreaking Kingdom as the Spirit leads him.  Rather, he is now on a mission heading towards Jerusalem to do the work necessary to allow us to join him fully in that new Kingdom.  Now is the time for the work to be done and he must stay focused.


We hear this at the start of the passage today.  Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem, he gathered up his courage and steeled himself to head that way.  This intent on going to Jerusalem is what caused the Samaritans to deny him hospitality in their village.  


What caused the Samaritans to deny Jesus rest?  They must have heard of his miracles, healings, power over weather.  Why give up such an opportunity?  It was because of where Jesus was heading.  He was going to Jerusalem.  If he was the Messiah, if he was God's chosen deliverer of the people, they needed him to set his face to Mount Gerizim, the place they had chosen to worship God and not Jerusalem.  This was the divide between the Samaritans and the Jews.  During the exile, many non-Jews filled the land and came to except the five books of Moses.  They then set up a place of worship.  Upon returning from exile, the people became divided over the place to focus worship.  The details of upholding their beliefs in God caused them to deny God himself in their presence.  Pray that we do not make similar mistakes.


The disciples did not fare much better.  James and John, suddenly much more full of themselves after being present at the transfiguration offer to bring down fire from heaven like Elijah did to judge these people.  They too are missing key points, such as where their power comes from.  Just a few days earlier, a boy seized by a spirit, was unable to be freed by the disciples.  Jesus was called on to do it.  The disciples had not come to the realization that each and everything that they did was enabled by God.  They instead, had drawn up a bill of rights for themselves.  


I have followed Jesus, so I have the right to condemn others.  I was with Jesus on the mountain, so I have the right to destroy others.  I have been commissioned by Jesus to proclaim his good news to all, so I have the right to choose who hears the message.  This bill of rights should sound somewhat familiar, but it should not have Jesus' voice attached with it.  These are the ideas that get stuck in our head from the part of us that needs to justify our existence and worth instead of living in the singular value that we exist and are worthy alone because we are God's children.


Jesus does not destroy them, but informs them of what they have rejected and goes a different way.  We can assume that he did stay in a Samaritan village that night, for the Samaritans were on the list of people to share the gospel with in the great commission in Acts.  But, we are given this story to hear that just like the Jews and Gentiles, the Samaritans also did not all readily accept Jesus.


As Jesus moves on down the road, we hear of three exchanges with people who sound ready to accept Jesus.  Two do it of their own accord and the middle one responds to Jesus' invitation.  The incidents are set up in such a way that we do not know if they ended up following or not.  But what we do find out is what it takes to follow Jesus.  They are things that we do not necessarily want to hear, because they would cause us to live our lives differently.


The first one makes an offer that hymn writers love to use, “I will follow you, where ever you may go.”  The question Jesus challenges our offer with is, will you do what I do where ever I go?  Will we accept not only Jesus' leading, but his terms of leadership.  Last week, some of us had plans to take the ferry to Juneau.  We soon found ourselves faced with different terms, flying in the wind that cancelled the ferries.  We want the comfortable deluxe cruise edition of following Jesus.  Jesus is clear that 5 star hotels and dining are not on the itinerary, but depending on the hospitality of those you come to serve.


The second man is invited by Jesus to follow him.  The response comes in a conditional use permit fashion.  I will follow you, once this has happened.  It happens to be the burying of his father.  Jesus is not asking for the man to skip the funeral, but there is the high Jewish tradition of the eldest son returning a year after the parent has passed away and collecting the bones and putting them in a special box.  So the man is not asking for a day or even a week to go and mourn the death of his father, but up to a year.  He will follow Jesus when he has his life in order and it is convienent for him to do so.  We hear the same thing often.  I will return and worship God when life slows down.  When does life slow down?  When you are done with school, married, have kids, or retired?  The answer is never, until you are dead.  


This man has had the good news offered to him and told he should go out and proclaim it.  That is his top priority, that is our top priority, to share the greatest gift we have.  We find hundreds of things each day that we let compete with the news that God loves us, desires an intimate relationship with us, and has done everything to make that possible.  We sometimes let checking our mail or watching tv take higher priority in our lives.  Jesus encourages us as people who have life to spread life and let those who are focused on death deal with those things that bring death.


The third man is ready to follow, but first wants to say goodbye to his family.  This, our culture finds disturbing.  But it is the truth of the gospel.  Our highest priority is to be God and God alone.  God before our work, God before our friends, and God before our family.  We must firmly set our faces, like Jesus has towards Jerusalem, on Jesus. If we look back toward these other things, we tend to leave the intended path.  


Most of us do not use a plow, but we do drive a car.  We all know that if we turn our head to look back while driving, we usually have to correct the car a little to get back to where we should be.  Now if our task was to cover the whole road, like we were mowing the grass, there would be a spot that we missed.  Which means we have to go back, waste time, and do it again.


The reality is, if we keep focused on Jesus as our top priority, all of the other things will be covered as well, our work, friends, and family will be taken care of.  For the man assumed that Jesus invitation was only for him.  But, the previous man's instructions were to get his priorities straight; to go and proclaim the Kingdom of God.  The only way the family would not be a part of following is if they rejected the offer.


Being a follower of Jesus is definitely not an easy task.  For we are given so many priviledges that we sometimes overstep the call of Jesus and add on extras, like the power to call down fire in judgment upon those that reject us.  We are also acutely aware of all the blessings and responsibilities that we have that we try and be good stewards of those and risk loosing the relatsionship with the one who blessed us with them all.  


As we enter deeper into this Lenten season, let us set our faces towards Jerusalem as well.  But let us not just focus on Jerusalem or the events that occur there.  But even in the face of such upheavel and chaos as we go from shouting Hosanna to tears in the matter of hours, let us stay focused on the person at the center of it all.  The one who calls you and me and sends us out to proclaim the good news.

