“The Hard Sayings of Jesus”

Luke 14:25-33 I Timothy 6:6-10

He was young, ambitious, and loaded with talent, the smartest kid in his high school class.  But George Bailey never got his chance to go to college or follow his dreams of travel and adventure.  George got sucked into the family business, a two-bit Savings and Loan in a small town the other side of nowhere.  Sure, the business provided a wonderful service, helping families finance their first home, families who would never be able to save enough money to buy a house on their own.  It was an honorable job.  But George felt he was capable of so much more.  He could have made millions.

The truth is George Bailey could have mastered any profession he entered.  Only, here he was, 28 years old, newly married with children soon to come, and trapped in a dead-end job he hated, with a salary pathetically below his ability.  But on this particular day, it would appear that George Bailey’s ship had come in.  Mr. Potter was offering George Bailey the chance of a lifetime.

Mr. Potter was the richest, most powerful man in all of Bedford Falls.  He owned practically the whole town, everything, that is, but the Bailey Savings and Loan and the dozens and dozens of new houses the Savings and Loan had financed.  And these new houses were starting to affect Mr. Potter’s balance sheet.  You see, all those new homeowners over in Bailey Park used to be tenants in slum houses over in Potter’s field.  But the Bailey Savings and Loan was changing all that.  Mr. Potter owned almost everything in Bedford Falls, but that wasn’t enough.  He wanted it all.  If he couldn’t beat George Bailey and the Bailey Savings and Loan, then he would buy George Bailey.

“You wouldn’t mind living in the nicest house in town, would you George?  Buy your wife a lot of fine clothes?  Take a couple of trips to New York each year?  Maybe once in a while a trip to Europe?  You wouldn’t mind that, would you George?”

“Well how about the Building and Loan?” asks George.

“Oh, confound it, man!  Are you afraid of success?  I’m offering you a three-year contract at [nine times your present salary,] starting today.  Is it a deal or isn’t it.”
“Well, Mr. Potter, I know I ought to...I just...I just...Would it be possible for you to give me 24 hours to think it over?”

“Sure, you go on home and talk it over with your wife,” says Mr. Potter with a smile, as the two men shake hands.  But as George Bailey looks down and sees his hand in the hand of Mr. Potter, he slowly pulls his hand away and looks at it, and he wipes it off on his coat.

“Wait a minute.  I don’t need 24 hours.  I don’t need to talk to anybody.  I can tell you right now.  And the answer is no.  No!  Doggone it.  You sit around here, and you spin your little webs, and you think the whole world revolves around you and your money.  Well, it doesn’t Mr. Potter.  In the whole vast configuration of things, I’d say you were nothing but a scurvy little spider.”

I assume you recognize that story.  It’s from one of my favorite movies, and maybe it’s one of yours as well.  It’s a Wonderful Life is a story about a man who places the needs of his neighbor equal to his own.  It’s a story about a man who realizes that while he may not be a financial success, he is still the richest man in town.  There is something pure, something honest about this story that we all seem to love.  And I believe there’s a reason why this movie has become a part of our heritage and our culture.  There is a reason why we watch it again and again.  You see, I believe George Bailey represents the kind of person most of us would like to be.

When faced with a decision between a life with depth, meaning, and purpose or a life based on the single-minded pursuit of comfort, luxury, possessions, and great wealth, George Bailey chooses wisely.  For, while there was certainly a cost in giving up the nice house, the trips to New York and Europe, the cost of choosing a life with wealth and possessions as your primary goal and purpose, that cost is far greater.  And I believe that this understanding is at the heart of what Jesus is saying in our Gospel reading.
Today’s reading from Luke’s Gospel is a difficult passage filled with what are often referred to as the hard sayings of Jesus.  “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother…cannot be my disciples.”  Wait a minute.  I thought one of the Ten Commandments was to honor your parents.  What’s going on here?
Well, this is hyperbole, a deliberate exaggeration made for dramatic effect.  Second, the Greek word used here doesn’t convey any sense of emotional hatred.  This Greek word simply means “to turn away from, to detach.”  In other words, the claim of Jesus upon his disciples is a claim that supersedes every other claim in a person’s life.  It even reorients the most important relationships, even parent and child.
In the early Christian church, new converts to Christianity were sometimes faced with rejection from their families.  In the early Christian church, there were times when Christians were persecuted for their faith.  And there were even times when they were martyred, literally having to carry their own cross when following Jesus.  There was a cost to discipleship.

In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus turns to the naively enthusiastic crowd who follows him and says, “Think about what you are doing and decide if you are willing to stay with me all the way.  Count the cost of being a disciple before you naively follow, because being a disciple may cost more than you are willing to pay.”

You see, being a disciple of Jesus means leaving behind your old way of life— your worldly values and worldly ethics, your understanding of what’s right and wrong, what’s good and bad, and where and how you will seek meaning and purpose in life.  Being a Christian disciple is leaving behind the old ways in which your life was ordered—how you invest your time, your talent, and your financial resources.  And being a disciple of Jesus is reevaluating all the relationships of your life, and under certain circumstances, leaving some unhealthy relationships behind.  For you see, there is a cost to being a disciple of Jesus, and one of the primary costs of being a disciple is made perfectly clear at the end of our Gospel reading.

“So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.”  Now there’s another hard saying!  How are we to live if we give away all our possessions?  Well, for some of us it may be necessary to sell all if our possessions have become our whole obsessive focus in life.  But another way of saying what Jesus is saying is pretty much what Paul says in our second scripture reading.  “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.”

Martin Luther once said that every Christian goes through three conversions in life—first the heart, then the head, and finally the purse.  For God to be truly first, all three—heart, head, and purse—are necessary.  But for most of us, Luther was right.  Our wealth is the last to be committed.  Our love of money is often greater than our love of God.
At the end of the movie, George Bailey finally realizes how richly God has blessed him and what a joy and privilege it is to be used by God to be a blessing to others.  In the course of the movie, George Bailey gets to see the positive impact of his life upon his community.  And he also catches a glimpse of the tragic effect on his community when his life is temporarily removed.  Yes, there was a cost for George in giving up the fine house and the trips to New York and Europe.  And there is a cost for us when we put God first in our lives.  But what’s the cost to our soul and the cost to our community when we choose anything over God?
Dietrich Bonhoeffer once wrote about the difference between “cheap grace” and “costly grace.”  Cheap grace merely accepts the gifts of God without any real depth of commitment.  Costly grace acknowledges that my whole life belongs to God.  So, I ask you this day and I challenge you to experience the joy, the fulfillment and contentment of being a committed disciple of Jesus Christ, fully giving control to God of your time, your talent, and your financial resources, and dedicating your whole life to God’s glory and the furtherance of God’s Kingdom.
In closing, I ask you to imagine one thing.  Imagine the potential of this church if each member accepted the cost of Christian discipleship.  How committed are you to Sunday worship and Christian Education?  How much of your time do you invest in this church outside of Sunday mornings?  How much of your gifts and talents do you invest in this church?  How much of your financial resources do you commit to the mission and ministry of this church?  Image the impact of this church on our community if each member accepted the cost of Christian discipleship.  Folks, this church would fly.
Let us pray:

Dear Lord, you have generously loved us and held nothing back, not even your own son, who loved us enough to pick up a cross.  His love was a costly love for him, but a love so great and so generous that it was fulfilled in an empty tomb.  Where would our world be, where would we be, if his generosity was removed?  How would you have us respond, O Lord, to such a love as this?  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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