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Luke 9.51- end 
 
This is one of those passages which show how wrong that phrase is about Jesus ‘meek and 
mild’. Far from it; he was tough on occasions, and here are some sayings which seem not 
just tough but severe. 
When people came and offered to follow him, to be his disciples, wouldn’t you expect him 
to welcome them with open arms, to be encouraging and so on? And yet here he is almost 
sending them away again. Not quite – but certainly he is telling them to think again, to 
consider really seriously, is this for me? The son of man has nowhere to lay his head. Are 
you ready for that? Can you live in that insecurity? Will you throw in your lot, for life, with 
someone who never quite knows where the next meal or the next bed is coming from? Put 
like that, I am not so sure that I would have said ‘yes’.  
I suppose the hardest of these sayings is ‘let the dead bury their own dead, but you proclaim 
the kingdom.’ How can we reconcile this with his compassion elsewhere? He raised a 
widow’s only son out of compassion after all, and that story is told by Luke in this very same 
gospel.  
Some commentators understand the ‘dead’ as those outside the kingdom, those dead to 
God, to the gospel, rather than a literally dead father, or perhaps a father who is owed 
labour until the time of his death. This may be right, as clearly it is not literal – how could 
the dead bury anyone? And the church has never understood this saying as forbidding 
funeral rites or mourning our loved ones when they die.  
The clue to the whole passage is probably the last saying; no-one who puts a hand to the 
plough and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.  
It’s about commitment, wholehearted commitment, looking back indicates regret, 
questioning that decision.  
On Mastermind when the beeper sounds during a question, the presenter used to say ‘I’ve 
started so I’ll finish’. We cannot be half hearted about our faith. Any endeavour that we are 
half hearted about is unlikely to succeed. Jesus is warning us in this teaching that we must 
seriously consider whether we can see through a commitment to him. Evangelistic 
campaigns sometimes find that many people come forward to make a commitment but it 
doesn’t last. The parable of the sower hints that a minority of those who begin well actually 
bear fruit in the long run. We know how hard it is to stick to a New Year’s resolution, or to a 
Lenten resolve. How hard it is now to stick to the social distancing rules after so many weeks 
and months of restricted movement and interaction. We are fed up with it and frustrated 
with it, but we have to see it through, or we risk wasting all that effort before. Every day we 
need to seek fresh strength and resolve in many areas of life; in our faith, in our lifestyle. 
These are tough challenges not to be minimised, and Jesus made no bones about that. He 
never said it would be easy. Instead he said Take up your cross and follow me.  
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Keep us, good Lord, under the shadow of your mercy in this time of uncertainty and distress. 
Sustain and support the anxious and fearful, and lift up all who are brought low; 
that we may rejoice in your comfort, 
knowing that nothing can separate us from your love 
in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

 
 
 


