Galatians 5:19-25

19Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, 20idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, 21envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 22By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 23gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. 24And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.

Luke 9:51-62

51When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem. 52And he sent messengers ahead of him. On their way they entered a village of the Samaritans to make ready for him; 53but they did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem. 54When his disciples James and John saw it, they said, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” 55But he turned and rebuked them. 56Then they went on to another village. 

57As they were going along the road, someone said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 58And Jesus said to him, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” 59To another he said, “Follow me.” But he said, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 60But Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 61Another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say farewell to those at my home.” 62Jesus said to him, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” 

Going to Jerusalem
1. More than determination.

One of the most appealing things about the Bible is that so many of the stories and situations described are timeless. The way people acted two or three thousand years ago is no different from the way people act today. We relate to the characters because they’re so similar to us, having the same weaknesses and frailties. If Jesus walked the earth today rather than two thousand years ago, the situations would have been very similar, though the names of the characters would be different. 
Today’s Gospel lesson is a case in point. All the factors that interfere with people’s discipleship are the same today as they were then. The broad, empty promise made to “follow (Jesus) wherever (he) goes” is still proclaimed today, every Sunday as a matter of fact, in our hymns and our prayers. The pride that prevents us from submitting to God’s authority still reigns in the hearts of many a would-be disciple. I think it’s noteworthy that Luke tells us that two of the people Jesus chastises have very reasonable-sounding excuses – burying one’s father and saying goodbye to family. I mean, if Jesus doesn’t consider their excuses reasonable, how does he react to my excuses? 
But I don’t think that all the excuses and the reluctance of people to follow Jesus can be attributed to a lack of determination. After all, there are plenty of people who are have a great deal of determination – people who were born poor and are determined to get rich, people who suffered some injury and are determined to make a physical come-back, those  who are determined to enter the political arena, people who are determined to win the heart of a particular man or woman. No, human beings have been known to display quite a bit of determination. What makes it so difficult to be determined to follow Jesus is the road that it leads us down.
2. Not simply piety

When you ask a person, “What is a Christian?” the most common answer is “Someone who believes in Jesus Christ.” But “belief” is a word that be so diminished. After all, one can believe in ghosts, and another person may never know that; there is nothing in the behavior of the “believer” that distinguishes her or him from anyone else. Unfortunately this has become true of too many Christians; their behavior does not distinguish them in any way from the non “believer.” Their belief does not translate into action. It seems rather shallow or pointless for Jesus to come and teach and live and suffer and die in order that we should simply “believe” in him. It’s clear from today’s passage and so many other texts that Jesus wants us to “follow” him, which is the natural consequence of “believing” in him. 
And following Jesus is not simply living a pious life. Many other people interpret Christian faith to mean that we must come to church and pray and sing and have pot lucks and not drink and not smoke and not curse. These are all certainly good disciplines, but Jesus did not sit still and tell his disciples to pray and meditate and live a healthy lifestyle. There are religions that teach that, but Jesus was not going to Jerusalem to start a class on transcendental meditation and eating habits. Being a disciple of Jesus involves so much more than “staying clean.” Jesus was going to Jerusalem with the intent of speaking truth to lies, of confronting and challenging corruption in the religious order, of reforming a corrupt religion, and to do that he had to engage, not withdraw, from society. He had to say things and do things that would cost him his life, and he knew it. 
3. Understandable reluctance

I think that this is why so many people then and now have such a hard time with true discipleship, because true discipleship makes Jesus the Lord that we proclaim him to be. And if he’s going to Jerusalem, he expects us to go to Jerusalem. That means he  expects us to engage this culture, engage our political situation, engage society in a way that brings them into compliance with the will of God, to in essence, proclaim God’s reign, his lordship. That means not only feeding the poor and healing the sick but advocating justice and compassion, even when it puts us in danger. Following Jesus in twenty-first century America may lead to our crucifixion, but it will most likely lead us to sacrifice, to suffer, to endure some hardships, to give up some of our dreams, and that’s the reason we are reluctant to follow Jesus – we’re not fond of sacrifice, and we’re not fond of taking orders. To the man who declares that he will follow Jesus anywhere, Jesus points out that following him may take him away from shelter and safety. To the other two, Jesus makes it clear that the time must be now, not even waiting until you bury your father or say goodbye to family, sharp words coming from one who grew up in a time when loyalty and service to family was a cherished value. We must realize that discipleship means complete submission to Jesus’ authority. 
Being a disciple means that have no time for personal pride, like that of the Jews who considered themselves of purer stock and religion than the Samaritans. Or the Samaritans whose old animosity toward the Jews prevented them from following Jesus. O how often do Christians or Muslims or Jews draw some false pride and comfort from the notion that theirs is the true religion attending the right worship service distinguished you in God’s eyes. Jesus takes his ministry to Samaria because he wants Samarians AND Jews to be disciples, to follow him. 

4. ULTIMATELY MUST SEE THAT NO OTHER WAY BRINGS YOU PEACE, JOY, ASSURANCE…THE FRUITS OF THE SPIRIT. Not even piety.

It’s truly hard to make Jesus Lord of our lives, to give him authority over all aspects, to put him above family friends and pride and prejudice. But we have no chance of ever truly making Jesus lord of our lives unless we come to grips with our self-deception, of our pretense of following him while indeed we are not even on the right road. Are we telling ourselves that we’re on the right track because we have the right doctrinal beliefs? If so, are we putting others down in order to make ourselves feel more correct? And is our smugness an excuse for us not to walk the walk? Are we persuading ourselves that we have plenty of time to get on the right path? Are we excusing ourselves because we have more pressing needs that outweigh discipleship? Are we rationalizing that we are highly “spiritual” people because of we stay at home and listen to spiritual music and pray? Is that all that Jesus came to teach us?
5. First step: Know your motives
We have to be conscious, first and foremost, of our propensity to excuse ourselves from discipleship, of our tendency to rationalize or excuse sin. Sadly there are not a few Christians who tell themselves that they’re on the right track because enough people are affirming them. The so-called prosperity gospel attracts so many people because its leaders shamefully affirm materialism, telling their followers that God wants them to prosper while conveniently avoiding any mention of God’s commandment to care for the needs of others. Christians become so arrogant about their own peculiar theologies that they avoid cooperative ministries, thus prolonging human suffering. Too many Christians grade churches like they grade movies, focusing more on the how entertained they are rather than on their own personal commitment to ministry. Too many Christians use prayer as an excuse for remaining uninvolved. We are still prone to make excuses, to rationalize, to become distracted from discipleship. 
Thus it is important for us to spend devotional time with God; devotional time means time to build your devotion to God, which means to examine your discipleship. How well are you walking with Jesus? Are you going into new lands, taking new chances? Is God urging you to get more involved in your community? Is he calling you to become more active in social issues? Is he prompting you to speak up (or act up)? Remember that we are commissioned by Christ to make disciples, which must we first must be disciples. Excuses are easy to find, but ultimately we must answer to God. Get on that road to Jerusalem now. Don’t make excuses! 
6. Then we won’t insult God or ourselves by making excuses.

