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23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time 2013 

Luke 14: 25-33 

I think one of the most difficult challenges facing us as Christians today is that we live in 

market economy in which nearly everything is for sale, including God and religion.  The 

issue increasingly for lots of people is not whether religion is true or not, but whether it 

works for them.  This attitude has been developing for a long time now, maybe since the 

Wars of Religion in Europe during the 17th century when we slit one another’s throats 

because we disagreed about things like the Real Presence in the Eucharist, what the 

Church’s ministry should look like, and what kind of liturgy we should have.  And so it’s 

perfectly understandable that eventually people got fed up with the different churches 

and their clergy all claiming to speak the truth in the name of God while at the same 

time fomenting and promoting violence, war and genocide.  Gradually, then, religion 

found itself in a rather difficult place, and as market capitalism developed, religion had 

to find a way of reinventing itself within a world in which religious “truth” was becoming 

less and less important to people.   

 

The religious question, especially in America, increasingly became “how can we sell our 

product”  to consumers who are looking for something to buy in the religious 

marketplace.  America was the perfect location for this development: no state church, 

no enforced religion, freedom of expression, and a market-place mentality.  So, all the 

religious vendors had to learn to market their message better,  to package the product 

in an appealing way, and to be creative in convincing people why they should join “our 

church” rather than one of the competing churches.    
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And it hasn’t seemed to matter very much whether it was conservative religion or liberal 

religion.  The fundamental appeal and rationale has been the same- buy our product; 

it’s good for you; it will fulfill you; it will make you happy; it will get you a pass into 

heaven.  Whether it is self-help, Birkenstock, dye-tied religion that makes you feel 

comfortable, at peace with the world, and in harmony with yourself, or that “give me my 

old time religion again”, Latin-Mass, Gregorian chant, lace hankerchiefs on the head 

style of Christianity- it finally is about much the same thing- finding your market, 

producing a nice product, and drawing the customers into the store.  Religion has 

increasingly become something not so much about God, about the transcendent, or 

about the transformation of my life as it is about what pleases me and my sensibilities- 

it’s about what pleases me. To one degree or another we all are religious consumers.  

We may disagree about the brand and the style, but rarely about the process. 

 

Now, hold that thought for a moment, and listen once again to Jesus’ words in today’s 
gospel: 
 
“If anyone comes to me without hating his father and mother, 
wife and children, brothers and sisters, 
and even his own life, 
he cannot be my disciple. 
Whoever does not carry his own cross and come after me 
cannot be my disciple. 
Which of you wishing to construct a tower 
does not first sit down and calculate the cost 
to see if there is enough for its completion? 
Or what king marching into battle would not first sit down 
and decide whether with ten thousand troops 
he can successfully oppose another king 
advancing upon him with twenty thousand troops?  
But if not, while he is still far away, 
he will send a delegation to ask for peace terms.  
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In the same way, 
anyone of you who does not renounce all his possessions 
cannot be my disciple.” 

 

Whatever else Jesus was doing when he said this, he was not playing to a religious 

consumer audience .  These words of his are, in fact, prefaced in Luke’s gospel with a 

rather significant little comment that “Great crowds were traveling with Jesus”, and it’s 

almost as if Jesus’ words were purposefully designed to put off these crowds, or at least 

put off those who saw him as some kind of prophet-magician who was in the business 

of giving them bread so that he could have a huge following and be successful.   

 

Jesus’  truly difficult and disturbing words reveal Him first and foremost as a Wisdom 

Teacher, a spiritual Master, a Guru, one who was not interested in social niceties or in 

logical buildups to his argument, but who had the charismatic authority to put the punch 

line about how enlightenment and transformation can happen right in the faces of his 

would-be followers, as if to say, “Deal with it!  Be scandalized and shocked!  Face your 

egocentricity and your resistance to what I have just said to you right up front.  And let a 

greater truth unsettle you.”  In other words, by telling us that we need to “hate our own 

lives, take up our cross and follow after him, calculate the cost of being his disciples, 

and renounce all those securities that we have trusted in so far”, Jesus was trying to 

disturb us, to unsettle us, to subvert us, in order to lead us into a space of 

transformation.  

 

Let’s be honest, his teaching in these words of today’s gospel is almost too much for us.  

And that, I think, is the very point of his words.  His intention is, first of all, to destabilize 
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us, to destabilize our “false self” before we can begin to understand that we actually 

have another, a “true self” in God.  But destabilizing all our security systems and our 

egos is always a hard pitch.  It doesn’t sell well in the market place of religious self-

interest. 

 

Jesus, the divine Master, does what all true spiritual masters do- his goal is both to 

deconstruct us and then to reconstruct us.  He does this by  trying to make us realize 

two seemingly contradictory things at the same time- 1) that in the broad scope of things 

you and I are really not all that important- that’s a no-sell-the-product heresy in the 

modern-day religious marketplace-  and 2) that you and I have infinite and unearned 

value and significance.  But to get and to hold both of these truths, we need to learn to 

let go and we need to learn not to run away from our pain.   That’s why Jesus uses the 

terrifying image of a Roman instrument of torture and execution- the cross. 

 

All great spirituality is, as Richard Rohr says, about what we do with our woundedness, 

with our suffering, with our pain, and Jesus’ words in today’s gospel push us right there, 

because at the center of his teaching is the call willingly and freely to take up the cross 

and to follow him.  This is the invitation to follow Jesus in life’s most important pattern- 

the pattern of descent and ascent, the pattern of death and resurrection- what we 

Christians call the paschal mystery.  This pattern is lived out at every level of the 

cosmos.  God Himself has gone through it.  But only one species thinks it can avoid it- 

us human beings.  With our market-place, consumer religion, we are clearly into ascent, 

achievement, and accumulation, but not so much into the descent of the cross or of life. 
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But Jesus, the Divine Master, is always inviting us into the pattern.  Pick up our cross 

and follow me. The Paschal Mystery is not something that we leave behind once the 

Easter season is finished.  The pattern of descent and ascent, of death and 

resurrection, is embedded in this world, is embedded in our lives, in one way or another, 

day in and day out.  It is celebrated and remembered at every Eucharist.  The only 

question is what will we do with it. 

 

In the midst of a consumer culture in which religion has increasingly become a matter of 

what works best for me and what product pleases me, Jesus’ words stand out in radical 

and stark contrast.  They remind me that actually I am not king, that I am not number 

one and that I am not special, and that when I realize that, then the Kingdom has its 

best chance of breaking through and I can begin to really understand  my infinite and 

unearned value.  Jesus’ words remind me that Christian faith and life is not about a 

winner’s script; it’s about learning to die so that I can live fully.  They remind me that at 

times I need to be ready to be shocked and scandalized by what Jesus has to say, and 

that rather than trying to domesticate his words to make me feel comfortable, I need to 

let them unsettle me so that I can be led into a space where there is at least the 

possibility that I can be changed and transformed. Jesus’ words  remind me that even 

when what he says leaves me in the belly of the whale and on the horns of a dilemma, I 

am not alone, because when I actually pick up my cross, the Divine Master is there.  He 

has already gone through His own descent and the ascent, and there is no place now 
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where He can’t be found because ever since that first Good Friday and Easter, there is 

now a crack in everything, and that’s how the light gets in. 


