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A wise man once described the art of preaching as “exiting the house of reason.”
 We could say that Jeremiah and Jesus were both preaching, each in their own way, in the passages of scripture for this morning. Jeremiah delivers the word of the Lord and we hope that by the time Jeremiah is finished, God will have chosen not to exit the house of reason in which Israel imagines that it dwells.

Jesus’ words, no doubt about it, exit the house of reason this time. We all have had moments, if not lifetimes, in which we have felt extreme frustration with our families….but did Jesus literally tell us to hate them? Does Jesus mean that we should be willing to leave them to follow him? Does he really mean hate? And if so, what’s the difference?
Jesus really hits home, literally, with this morning’s parable. When we hear other parables, such as the parable of the woman looking for the lost coin, we might think she has a touch of obsessive compulsive disorder, but she did not exit the house of reason. When we hear the parable of the shepherd who drops everything to find one lost sheep, we acknowledge that we might be too attached to our pets, but neither we nor the shepherd exits the house of reason when we go out in dark and rain to find a beloved companion who would be cold and hungry without our care.

When we arrive at the collection of parables in Luke chapter 18, we land outside of reason. Hate mother and father? Well, maybe if we suffered abuse at the hands of a parent. But ironically and oh-so-humanly, victims often maintain a protective kind of love of abusers. Hate brother and sister? The most reasonable of Jesus’ statements….but we have already been instructed to hate mother and father, and now we are not given the option of teaming up with a sibling for support, if we even have one with whom to team up. Hate wife and children? I want to personally witness at this point that now Jesus has gone much too far. Though many, many tears have been shed and many, many cruel exchanges happen every day between spouses and between parents and children; we don’t expect Jesus to be the one who instigates such sentiments. We can wreak havoc just fine left to our own devices; we don’t need Jesus encouraging us.

In modern day existence, nothing can bring out underlying tensions and old hurts in a family like a wedding. Weddings are marketed by numerous industries that benefit monetarily from them, and these industries promise weddings as days of pure bliss and planned perfection. But weddings involve families and all of their joys and challenges, and all weddings have elements of great happiness that walk side by side with undertones of sadness.

Weddings in reality involve the absence of one or more grandparents, and sometimes parents, who have died before the wedding day. These absences are often acknowledged in some way in the wedding. There are tensions when a bride or groom or both have divorced parents—a fact of life among 50% of my generation. I recall one wedding rehearsal I officiated, in which the bride’s mother was deceased. The father had remarried. I knew about some family tensions prior to the wedding, but many things came to a head at the rehearsal the night before. By the conclusion of the rehearsal, the stepmother and her daughter, who was a bridesmaid, had declared that they would not be in attendance the next day at the wedding. After I sat down and had long conversations with the parents and the couple, we made progress toward the next day being more joyful than challenging.

Our culture has developed an unseemly enjoyment of these sorts of family dramas via the proliferation of reality television. We are now able to watch hours of footage in which a family with eight children falls apart on screen. We can see a celebrity couple parade around their mansion in bliss on camera, only to have it be reported shortly after the reality TV show has ended that the marriage did as well.

In this way, we are a kind of Jeremiah, who instead of visiting the potters’ houses and watching clay be spoiled, we visit stranger’s homes through the portals of television, watching life after life spoiled in the hands of greedy television producers. The art of making family drama into entertainment desensitizes us to just how traumatic and emotionally exhausting it is to have anyone’s family rancor be real reality—not just our own.

So what in the world is Jesus doing when he tells the gathered crowd to hate mother and father, sister and brother, wife and children? What in the world, I would propose, is what’s the difference. Jesus is not proposing how to live in the world as we now know it. His is a proposal to his disciples to live in such a fashion that they hold nothing more dear in their minds and their hearts than God.

What kind of a world would that make? What would be the difference? If God were first and foremost in every single decision we made, what would our family lives look like? What kind of condition would our relationships be in? In this kind of reality, we can imagine that our family life and relationships might be in greater conditions of love, acceptance, and forgiveness.

This is what Jesus wanted his disciples then and now to imagine when we talk and think about the kingdom of God on earth. Part of the reason that the gospel writers talk about a kingdom of God is because a kingdom was the best earthly metaphor they had for everybody being loyal to one thing. In the gospel writers’ world, you and I and you and she had to be loyal to a king or face death. They knew this because they had seen what happened to Jesus. So for ancient peoples to understand the level of loyalty that an earthly presence of God would entail was to use the vocabulary of kingdom.

In Jesus’ time, nothing on this earth was more precious to people than family. We modern folks can understand this at an emotional level, but for people in the ancient world, the family was a safety net of so much more than emotions. So what’s the difference?

One difference is that, in the case of ancient women, a family was everything, because without a living male relative, a woman had no security. She did not have the option to have a job, to own property, or to protect her body. This is why throughout the Bible we hear repeated references to caring for widows and orphans, because the religion of the Jewish people was trying to counteract the harsh reality of the culture.

For men, the family was the source of property and the ability to have children, but was also where a man’s honor was lodged. Modern persons – men and women – in the western world in particular, have many ways to feel secure and be respected. We can have our identity in jobs, hobbies, and many in the past have sacrificed for us to be able to feel safe as individuals. This was not the reality of Jesus’ people, and so his statement about hating family was even more radical to them that it is to us. It makes a big difference.

Since Jesus wasn’t interested in maintaining the status quo for his people, in order to get their attention, he had to shock them. In this way, human beings have not changed so much. Jesus did not simply want people to follow him, he wanted them to be his disciples. What’s the difference?

Think about what is means to “follow” something. Following does take initiative—one has to take an interested in something, and maybe physically move to follow something or someone else. I have cousins who are dedicated participants in an annual bicycle ride across the state of Iowa called RAGBRAI. The first letter of the acronym, R, stands for Register, in the Des Moines newspaper. Over 30 years ago, two news reporters took a ride across the entire state of Iowa and RAGBRAI, the Register’s Annual Great Bike Ride Across Iowa was born.

I have, in a sense of the word, been a follower of RAGBRAI for as long as I have been able to read the Register’s annual stories about the bike ride. But to literally follow RAGBRAI, to dip my tires in the Missouri River with 10,000 other people and then pedal my bicycle along with all the other folks who don’t mind being hot, sunburned, and who enjoy looking at a lot of corn, until a week later we dip our tires in the Mississippi River—this kind of following takes discipline…and lo and behold, what word shares the same root with discipline?

The challenges Jesus presents to us in his parables—namely, to put God before money, to put God before family, to put God before country—are such momentous challenges because they are not about following Jesus. Jesus knew that what he said was going to stick around long after he was gone, so he had to tell the people clamoring around him that this was not about FOLLOWING him. He was not going to be with them to always FOLLOW. His parables are manuals for DISCIPLESHIP. Discipleship is a life-long, humanity long endeavor. Parables are stories that put words to our search for the meaning of discipleship.

Parables do not always give us answers, just as a manual for the elusive VCR does not give us all the answers. When we search for meaning, there are no easy answers. In a conversation about parables among a group of ministers, they reported that after talking about a parable, they knew what the answers were to the questions posed by the parable, but they “were still not sure what the answer meant for” [them].” (emphasis mine).

We will always be searching for what discipleship means for us.

We know that a big difference between following and discipleship is that discipleship means making hard choices and facing hard decisions. We have difficult choices and decisions to make every day. Is it time for mother to live in a nursing home?  What are the best interventions for our child’s developmental disability?  Do we walk away from the upside down mortgage? Many times there are fine lines between choices…and many times making a decision is choosing the lesser of two tough options.

I recently read a profile on Winston Churchill, a man whose lifetime contained no shortage of tough decisions. One of the reasons some students of Churchill have said he was so successful is that he didn’t simply engage Hitler as an enemy, he understood Hitler as an enemy. What’s the difference? A key distinction was that Churchill set a tone in his public discourse that showed the difference between being a patriot and being a nationalist. The patriot is “imbued with a love of place and people…while…a nationalist [is] infuriated by a hatred of aliens and imaginary enemies.”
 The patriot comes to love of country from a positive place of appreciation, while the nationalist comes to love of country from a negative place, finding his or her identity defined by who he or she is not. These tensions are still present in our current culture, and we do well to be wary of them as citizens and as Christians.
Jesus wanted to bring his people to an understanding of themselves as disciples, as people who defined themselves by the positive response they made to a God full of love and grace. And he wanted that response to God to be their first action of the day and their last action in at night. He asks his people to be disciples

to be defined as people of God before being defined by their economic status

to be defined as people of God before being defined as his wife, her son, whose father

to be defined as people of God who dwell in God’s house forever.

It makes a big difference. And for this we give thanks to God. Amen.
“What’s the Difference?”
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