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Read the fine print. Great advice, but how often do we really do it?

I remember the time we closed on our first house and began to sign all the
papers. A stack of documents was placed before us, prepared by the
mortgage company. We were told what each page meant, we were told
what the accumulated costs were going to be, but really I was so excited to
be buying a home that I have no idea what I signed. Where there was a
sticky note with an arrow, I signed. We were trusting that the real estate
agent and the mortgage agent had done the work, and we were actually
buying the home we wanted at the corner of Modred and Wichersham in
San Antonio, Texas. And we had.

Reading the fine print goes on and on for us today. We give a cursory glance
before we click agree just so we can move on. We schedule surgery and give
our consent after all the implications and possible complications are
explained but we don’t read the whole consent form because we trust the
surgeon. We sign the contract to repair the roof, we buy the product that
will improve our lives, we rent the vacation home. But read the fine print?
Not really.

And because we may have neglected to do so, because we didn’t take the
time to understand the contract in its entirety, we have become vulnerable.
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Our lack of knowledge can become an obstacle if anything goes
unexpectedly. We bought in a flood plain and didn’t notice the wording on
the insurance policy that doesn’t cover that. We keep paying for things long
after we quit using them because we neglected to see that unless we
notified them the bills would continue indefinitely. What you thought was a
used car in mint condition actually had a rebuilt transmission, and you
discover that when you break down on Hwy 65. In a rainstorm.

And it is not just with stuff. It happens with people too. We see someone in
the limelight, a celebrity, a sports figure, a preacher, a politician. Someone
with talent, skills and charisma. And we begin to follow them. We read their
tweets. We watch their channels. We listen to their podcasts, read their
books, and attend their rallies and meetings. We buy into what they
represent to us. Musical talent, a winning team, guaranteed prosperity, a
better way of life. And we don't care—or don’t believe it is relevant—to
“read the fine print” of their lives. Often the print is small and so hidden
that we didn’t even know it existed. So when we read of a scandal, a crime,
or a fraud on the front page of the paper we feel shock, disappointment,
betrayal. In an obscure way, we trusted them to reveal the truth of who
they are. We walk away shaking our heads and blaming that person.

In all these examples we feel there has been a “bait and switch.” One thing
was represented to us and we bought into that. While we were still excited
about this purchase, becoming part of the entourage of this person we
discover something else entirely has been substituted. The cost was not
what we had expected, and we feel betrayed.

Our reading in Luke today will be difficult to hear. It will be difficult to
process and reconcile. And it will get our attention. Jesus is going to speak
the truth clearly. Directly. In bold letters so that those who choose to follow
him will do so knowing as much as can be known. He will not pull a bait and
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switch maneuver. Jesus and his disciples are on the way to Jerusalem where
Jesus will clearly demonstrate—for the world—the cost of being his disciple.

First let’s walk back a bit to what has happened since we read these words
in Luke 9:51: When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his
face to go to Jerusalem.

Everywhere Jesus has gone, he has done exactly what he said he would do.
Precisely what he proclaimed when he began his ministry.. He has healed
the sick. He has cured the blind, the paralyzed, the bleeding. He has cast
out demons. He has welcomed the stranger.

Over and over again, his words and deeds have demonstrated that the
kingdom of God has come in him. He is setting the world right. Those who
have been pushed to the margins? He walks up to them and widens the
circle to include everyone. Those who have been silenced and declared
unacceptable? He gives them voice and removes the social and cultural
barriers.

And what is the result? The crowds are growing. People are coming from
everywhere to see this itinerant preacher. Their numbers are increasing as
his popularity increases.

Would you want to follow Jesus? To see what he will do next? To hear his
voice that has been known to set people free? To get close enough to be
healed? Who wouldn’t want to follow him?

There are also those who are joining the throng just because it is a throng.
They want to see what all the hubbub is about. People are gathering,
walking toward Jerusalem so others fall in and walk along too. Why not?

And let me explain one more thing before we read this passage: hyperbole.
An exaggeration to make a point. It is found throughout Holy Scripture, but
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Jesus uses it a lot. Matthew 5:30. And if your right hand causes you to sin,
cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to lose one of your members
than for your whole body to go into hell. Hyperbole. Mark 10:25. It is easier
for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich
to enter the kingdom of God. Hyperbole. Matthew 23:24. You blind guides!
You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel! Hyperbole.

We do it too. We say things like “I hate this place.” Really? Or do you just
want someone to understand how strongly you feel about it? “I hate my
boss.” Honestly? Or are you overwhelmingly frustrated?

I ask you to hold that idea with the absolute certainty of who Jesus was, is,
and always will be. Jesus is the one who tells us that it is love of God and
neighbor that are our highest values. Jesus, the Son of God, is the one who
came to earth to show us the character of God of love, justice, and mercy.
Jesus came because God so loved the world. To become a disciple of Jesus,
to pattern your life after him, is the most important thing you will ever do.

Jesus is not trying to lure people in with promises. He is being clear. He
writes the fine print in large, bold letters. There will be a cost. Luke writes
these words of Jesus in Luke 14:

25 Now large crowds were traveling with him, and he turned and
said to them, 26 “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father
and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even
life itself, cannot be my disciple. 27 Whoever does not carry the
cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. 28 For which of you,
intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and estimate
the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it?
29 Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to
finish, all who see it will begin to ridicule him, 30 saying, ‘This fellow
began to build and was not able to finish.’ 31 Or what king, going
out to wage war against another king, will not sit down first and
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consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one
who comes against him with twenty thousand? 32 If he cannot,
then while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation and
asks for the terms of peace. 33 So therefore, none of you can
become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.

If we are following Jesus for what we will get out of it, because it seems so
doggone fun, so simple. If we follow Jesus because we are going along with
the crowd. If we wear the t-shirt, have the bumper sticker, get the
certificate, wear a cross, listen to Christian radio, and worship in our own
way. Jesus is telling us in these words, to read the fine print. Jesus refuses to
play a game of bait and switch. This is it:

When loyalties are in conflict, being a disciple of Jesus means we will choose
Jesus.

When there are risks and sacrifices being asked of us, being a disciple of
Jesus means we will choose Jesus.

Loyalty to Jesus. Nothing above him. Theologian Carolyn Sharp writes that
Jesus, “is not advocating intense hostility toward kin and life, but, rather, is
promoting the steadfast refusal to allow something less valuable to displace
something more valuable.”

More valuable. Jesus is not asking us to kind of follow him. He is not calling
for part time commitment. He doesn’t want disciples who only follow him
when it is convenient, when it fits what we have already decided. No. Jesus
stopped to address this crowd and you and me today to let us know our
loyalty above all is to be placed in him. He is on his way to Jerusalem to
redeem the world.

Jesus does not call us to bear his cross. He is the only one who can. He
alone. No one else. At the end of the journey to Jerusalem will be his
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crucifixion, his resurrection, his ascension into heaven, and the coming of
the Holy Spirit. He alone bears this cross.

Jesus’ disciples are to pick up our own cross and follow him. When following
Jesus feels burdensome because it means walking where we might not
choose to go, giving what we would rather hold on to, changing what is
easier to continue. It is then disciples are to pick up their cross and go
forward.

When it seems that everything we do is just a drop in the bucket, not
making any difference in the scheme of the world, impacting so few and so
little. It is then disciples are to pick up their cross and follow the son of God,
the Messiah, the One True God, all the way to calvary, to the empty tomb,
to the Good News of resurrection.

Jesus will never make you pick up your cross, he will only offer you the
opportunity to invest your life in restoring the world. And it will come with a
cost.

The tower builder counts the cost of building and begins when he knows he
can complete the task. The king setting out to wage war learns of the
strength of the opposing army and what will be the cost of battle. And so
must the person choosing to become a disciple of Jesus Christ must
understand the cost.

When you are considering becoming part of The Downtown Church, or want
to know more about this particular body of Christ, I ask that you take the
Next Steps Class. Not because you can’t get a sense of this church by
attending and hanging out with us. You can. But because I want the
opportunity to tell you our story, to let you know who we are as United
Methodists and share with you our mission, vision, and values.
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I want you to understand the importance of an open communion table and
why we baptize infants and youth and adults. I want to let you know the
polity of our denomination and the problems we are facing together. I want
to give you the opportunity to ask questions of me as the pastor of the
church. And I am also very willing to have that same conversation with you
privately when needed, to hear your concerns, to address them the best I
can. In case you’re interested, September 18 is the next Next Steps Class. I
don’t like fine print when you are making a decision as important as where
you will live out your faith in Jesus Christ.

Let me share with you the questions I ask when someone is professing their
faith in Jesus Christ before their baptism or reaffirming their faith after a
time of being away from the church and sometimes away from following
Jesus. Listen carefully. For many of you this is what you signed up to do:

On behalf of the whole church I ask you:

● Do you renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, reject the evil
powers of this world, and repent of your sin?

● Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you to resist evil,
injustice and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves?

● Do you confess Jesus Christ as your Savior, put your whole trust in his
grace, and promise to serve him as your Lord, in union with the
church which Christ has opened to people of all ages, nations and
races?

● According to the grace given to you will you remain faithful members
of Christ’s holy church and serve as Christ representatives in the
world?

And if you are choosing to join The Downtown Church I will ask:

● Will you be loyal to this congregation of the United Methodist Church
and uphold it by your prayers, presence, gifts, service, and witness?
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Did you hear the words, freedom, and power God gives you? Did you hear
that Jesus becomes your Savior and Lord? Did you hear that the church has
been opened to all? Did you hear it will be grace given to you to serve the
world?

Jesus invites us to count the cost of becoming his disciple. To build our faith
stone by stone, brick by brick, knowing by grace you will complete it. To
enter the world of war and chaos knowing that although the enemy is
overwhelming, he provides a way of peace. He wants us to know, when we
see him stumble under the weight of his cross walking to Calvary, that
following him might feel a bit like a bait and switch.

Would it be easier to skip this whole part of scripture? To relegate it to the
tiniest of fonts and ask you to just sign here where the sticky arrow is
pointing. Sign up because the more names on the rolls the better. When I
read these verses, that was my temptation. But the truth of the matter is
that we are called to discipleship. We follow Jesus Christ the Son of God. We
are walking with him to Jerusalem where life now and life everlasting will be
redeemed. And there is no greater choice you will ever make, than to live as
a disciple of Jesus Christ.
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