“The Intentional Disciple”

Luke 9:51 -62

The novelist Anne Tyler loves to write about quirky characters doing quirky things.  In her novel The Accidental Tourist, Macon Leary is a perfect example.  Macon Leary writes travel books for people who hate to travel.  And he’s good at it because he hates traveling; although, he has a job that requires him to travel, a lot.
In his travel books, Macon Leary advises his readers on how to avoid human contact while traveling, like those annoying people who talk, talk, talk next to you on airplanes.  He tells readers where to find "American food abroad and how to convince themselves they’ve never even left home.”  When he travels, he takes many items from his home to fool himself into believing that he is still at home.  For you see, to Macon Leary, home is where he feels most secure.  Home is where he can regulate whom he lets in and whom he locks out.  Home is where he is in control.  But because of his job, there are those times when he becomes, as the title of the book calls him, the accidental tourist.

Macon Leary is not only an accidental tourist when forced to travel, he also becomes an accidental tourist in the larger journey of life.  He never ventures outside the extremely limited boundaries he sets for himself in his relationships.  He controls whom he will let into the home of his heart and whom he locks out.  In the beginning, we hear Macon Leary’s peculiar outlook on life, but as the plot thickens his narrow world eventually becomes stretched by another quirky character, Muriel Pritchett, an outgoing dog trainer.  The convulsions his life undergoes with this new relationship provide humorous insights into the life of an accidental tourist on his journey through life.
Did you listen to the three would-be followers of Jesus in our Scripture lesson?  They have “accidental tourist” tendencies too, don’t they?  Jesus, the intentional tourist, is once again traveling in a foreign territory, along with his disciples.  This time they are traveling through the villages of Samaria, an odd place to take a vacation, among folks deemed by all self-respecting Jews to be outcasts—politically, socially, and religiously.  It’s an inhospitable setting, to say the least.

Jesus is on the move.  He’s traveling, when a person approaches him and volunteers, “I will follow you wherever you go.”  Jesus, unfamiliar with the saying, “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” replies, “Foxes have holes, birds have nests, but me?  I don’t have a home.”  Jesus is warning this accidental tourist, “I don’t have a safe and controlled place where I can lock myself away from certain kinds of people.”  Jesus is implying, “On my journey through life, I’m open to making friends with all kinds of people, even Samaritans!  Are you willing to live that way too?  Even when they reject you?”  We assume, though Luke doesn’t tell us, that this would-be traveler opts not to follow.

The second would-be follower of Jesus is recruited.  Jesus approaches him and says, “Follow me.”  To which this second unnamed person replies, “Sure thing, Jesus!  But I’ve got to do one thing first.  I need to bury my father.”  Now that’s a reasonable request, an honorable task—planning and attending his father’s funeral.  Any Jew would understand and abide by a request to honor a father.  But Jesus isn’t just any Jew.  Jesus replies: “Let someone who doesn’t have anything else to do attend to the funeral.”  Jesus is making a critical point here: “Don’t let anything distract you from your God-given task to proclaim and journey toward the Kingdom of God.”
There are always things to do before going on a journey—cut the grass, pay the bills, cancel the newspaper.  Sometimes there’s so much to be done getting out of town, it’s easier to stay home.  And that’s the point.  Sometimes there are important tasks that interfere with our travel plans, like a death in the family.  And what journey and what other task could be more important than planning and attending your father’s funeral?  Well, apparently, journeying toward the Kingdom of God, at least that’s what Jesus says to this would-be-accidental tourist.  Again, Luke doesn’t spell it out, but we assume that Jesus’ reply was not a good way to get the recruit to sign on the dotted line.
The third would-be disciple makes a commitment to Jesus saying, “I will gladly be your disciple, Lord.  Just let me go say ‘Goodbye’ to my family and friends.”  “Nope, not good enough,” Jesus says again.  “If you have a tendency to look backward, you won’t be looking forward toward my new kingdom way of living.”

Three would-be followers of Jesus make big promises, but there’s always a qualifier, an exception, a hesitation, something in their life more important, something else that always comes first.  But Jesus isn’t interested in partial qualifiers as disciples.  Jesus doesn’t want accidental disciples, disciples who become disciples without knowing what they’re getting themselves into.  Jesus wants intentional disciples, disciples who choose to be fully committed followers, not just Sunday morning Christians.
But who would ever undertake such a journey?  Who would leave behind the safety, security, and control, the seclusion of home?  How could we ever so radically alter our priorities that seeking the Kingdom of God would come before everything else in our life?
I am reminded of a Fred Craddock story that goes like this:
I remember once, sitting in a little rural church on a Sunday night.  It was a summer meeting, so it was hot, and the window was open beside my pew.  The minister was preaching on his favorite text, “Be not the first by whom the new is tried, because a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush, and it’s better to be safe than sorry because fools rush in where angels fear to tread.”

I was listening to him drone away when a man came by outside the church building and stopped by the window and said, “Psst.  Psst.”

I said, “What is it?  I’m listening to the sermon.”

He said, “Psst.  Come with me.”

I said, “Where are you going?”

He said, “I know where there is a pearl of great price that’s more valuable than all the other pearls in the world.”

I said, “There’s no such thing.”

He said, “In fact, where I’m going, there is a treasure buried in a field.”

I said, “You’re kidding.”

He said, “Where I am going, bums are invited to sit down at the king’s table.”

I said, “That’s ridiculous.”

He said, “In fact, they give great big parties for prodigals who come home.”

I said, “That’s stupid.”  
Well, I listened to the rest of the sermon and after it was over, I told the preacher about how I was disturbed and that I hoped it didn’t upset him during the sermon.

He said, “Who was that?”

I said, “I don’t know.  Telling me all this fancy stuff.”

He said, “Well, was he getting anybody?”

And I said, “Well, none of our crowd went, but I noticed he had about twelve with him.”

My friends, it’s Jesus whispering in the window, calling you to leave everything behind and journey with him toward the Kingdom, to leave behind the safety and security of home, where you can control who you let in and who you keep out, to venture outside the extremely limited boundaries you’ve set for yourself in your relationships, to leave behind the biases and prejudices that you learned from your forefathers, to not be distracted and deterred by them, to let them be buried once and for all.  Jesus is calling you to travel toward a whole new way of life in the Kingdom of God and not to look back at anything that would slow you down from this journey.  
But be advised; it’s not an easy journey.  If you open your hearts to everyone, sooner or later your heart will be stepped on by someone.  Along the way, you will be met with rejection, just like Jesus.  It’s not an easy journey, but, oh my friends, it’s worth it.  The journey of love is always worth it!
“Psst, come with me.”  Says Jesus.

How about it?  Are you ready to be an intentional disciple?

Let us Pray:
O Lord, open our hearts, stretch the narrow boundaries we set in our relationships and in the church.  Give us the courage and the will to bury our biases and prejudices, and not to look back at anything that slows us down, so we can follow Jesus into your kingdom.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
June 26, 2022
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