“Plow the Field” Scripture Luke 9:51-62

I remember as a child my family went camping at a place called Double Lake.  The campsite we stayed in was on a cove in the lake.  I was exploring around the water of the cove where I discovered a tree had fallen and made a half sunken watery bridge from one side of the cove to the other.  I could have walked around the cove to the other side.  It was only 20 or 30 feet.  But being young and adventurous, I committed and put one foot on the log.  It drifted a bit so that I awkwardly straddled the muddy water with one foot on the log and the other foot on the shore. My legs were spread far enough apart that I couldn’t simply step on to the log and finish my commitment to crossing and I couldn’t fall back on the shore because the log would sink rather than give me leverage to push back.  With one foot on the shore and the other holding on to the log to keep it from drifting, I stood there, stuck.  

It is like that for many of us in our faith journey.  Christ says put your hand to the plow and don’t look back.  So we do but we find ourselves straddling the field, one foot in the mud and the other on the dry soil, one foot firmly planted in this life and the other stepping out into the world of faith.  
I remember hearing an old story about an elephant that had gotten loose and was running through a village.  An old man yelled to a worker on a roof, “Jump on his back.”  The worker leapt and the elephant kept running.  “Now what?” he yelled back.  “Hold on,” the man replied.   

When I was studying for the sermon I kept asking, “What is this scripture saying to us? What is the message God wants us to hear about the plow, and no place to sleep and let the dead bury themselves, follow me before you bury your father, don’t say goodbye to your family?”  I thought, “I guess we can be thankful that this lesson comes after Father's Day.”  As it is, for the 99% of current followers of Jesus with places to live, kids, pets, jobs, aging parents, or growing old, these lessons raise serious questions about the importance following Jesus. 

I really prayed Lord what are you saying to us.  What is the word you want us to hear?  I found myself pondering and searching and then I opened up a book like a magic eight ball that you would shake and wait for an answer.  I was hoping the page would open to something meaningful and appropriate.  I do that sometimes when I have been studying the scriptures for a while and it seems I am missing something.  Now I am not saying we can user our bibles and reference books like magic eight balls.  The book I had picked up was one I knew and I knew that something relevant was in it.  It wasn’t “Better Homes and Gardens” or a Tom Clancy novel. It was a preaching book by Fred Craddock, one of my favorite authors.   I don’t think it was serendipity but what I found was serendipitous. He said, when we are searching the bible asking it what it says about us, what is the message we should hear, what is the bible saying about me, we are starting off with the wrong premise.  He said, “The bible is saying something to us about God.”
It hit me.  The text today isn’t about our commitment or our ability to follow through or not look back once we put our hands on the plow.  It is about God’s commitment to us.  It is about Christ setting his hand on the plow and not looking back.  We have to remember how the rest of the story goes.  The disciples never get it completely right.  They commit but they often get stuck.  Like James and John the sons of thunder who call want to call down fire like Elijah.  They miss the point of Jesus coming to end retribution.  
Some of the misperceptions of faith we have is that ‘we’ can be God.  That it is our work that makes the crops grow in the field, that our commitment is what makes God’s kingdom come, that we can save our selves, that our confession and commitment save us and that we have to be perfect.  I think we are culturally conditioned to these misperceptions because it isn’t what we teach in the reformed church.  
An implicit and sometimes overt message of shame about our inability to commit to God in Christ has snuck in to our belief system.  If you would have prayed harder, you would have gotten that raise, if you had been more faithful you would not have gotten sick.  If you believed with more conviction there would be no cancer. If you would have not put family first there would be no pain.  If you had put your hand on that plow and not looked back there would be no death, if you denied all comforts of this world there would no sadness, no heartache, no woe— What terrible and heart wrenching theology this is. It is as if God is some impossible to please person that we can never satisfy.  It leads to so much shame and guilt.  It is not freeing like the Christ sets us free.  It is not honest about our brokenness and our inability to not look back and Christ’s commitment to heal us.  The bible teaches that Christ follows through when we can’t.  

This sneaky misperception  about God reminds me of works righteousness from the old Catholic penance; if you pay enough money your loved one will go to heaven.  But today’s work righteousness says, “If you believe hard enough, with enough conviction, God will commit to you.”  It makes God’s work about us and not the fact that God has already committed to us.  It is not about you and me.  It is about God’s commitment to us and our response.

God in Christ put his hand to the plow and he didn’t look back, the Son did not wait for his father before he committed to sacrifice, he did not conform to the comforts of this world and when he set his face toward Jerusalem he did not turn back for his family. He was and is committed in ways that we could only dream of being.  That is why I love to pray Lord heal us in mind body or spirit working in us wonders beyond all we may ever dream or hope.  


I think the revelation of God being for us this radically is a form of divine healing from modern heresies that creep into our thinking from television, platitudes or clichés.   God being for us; rather than against cures us from thinking we are not good enough, my family member is not good enough or committed enough, or I am not faithful enough to deserve God’s love.  Those things simply are not true.  We see in the witness of Christ’s life that he did not look back once that hand was on the plow despite the fact that we could not commit to him.  That is grace.  We respond to that grace through with gratitude rather than earning that grace through believing hard enough.  
God commits to us before we can ever commit to God.  In other faith traditions they believe your commitment is what saves you.  Our hope and proclamation is that we are already saved because God through Christ committed to us; so, we commit to God.

But one scholar I read said we cannot water down this language of Jesus about commitment.  Yes the scripture is about God completing the task but it is also about us committing to God.  The same Fred Craddock book I read also said, pray as if everything depends on God but work as if God depends on us.   The example he gave was about the mystery of preaching.  He said we trust that what the Lord has to say to someone through the sermon isn’t dependent upon what we write.  The Spirit will move through the spoken word in ways beyond our understanding.  He says he could preach a sermon about God’s Hope using an illustration about peanuts and three weeks later someone might come up to him and say, “Pastor, I am so glad you preached about elephants.  I needed to hear that.”  He knows he didn’t say what they heard but most likely that is what they needed to hear from the Spirit.  
We can trust the Spirit to work.  But just because we trust the Spirit to work Craddock says that doesn’t mean we don’t commit to the work.  We pray as if everything depends on God but we work as God depends on us.  
So what about the unburied father, and no bed, and the hand on the plow?  I share the hope of Pastor David Ewart.  He personally hopes the challenge to commitment is NOT an either / or thing; but is more of a horse / cart thing. He says, “I’m hoping Jesus is NOT saying: Either you are on the road 24/7 and you never let your family come first, or you are not my follower.  I'm hoping Jesus IS saying: Make sure that following me is what guides all that you do. Don't put me aside to go bury your father; make following me guide you as you bury your father. Don't put me aside as you say good-bye to your family; make following me guide you as say good-bye.  (From David Ewarts: “Finding Jesus in Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.)  
We live into the gift that has already been given rather than trying to earn the gift of life. It is not about what we can commit to do but what God has already done.   We commit to jumping onto the elephants back and we hold on.    We commit to stepping out on a log to cross muddy waters knowing that God has committed more.  A-men.  Pray, Lord help us commit to you as you have committed to us.  Amen.
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