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This morning if I were sitting where you’re sitting I might be tempted to ask, “Of all the wonderful stories about Jesus we have in the Bible, why choose this scripture?  These hard words from Jesus, why would you choose this scripture?”  Well, I didn’t choose this scripture.  This is the lectionary reading for today, and quite honestly I would have chosen another scripture to preach, especially on Labor Day weekend.  
It’s not an easy scripture.  It is one of those things that we wish Jesus had never said.  We’re tempted to ask, “What’s going on here?  Was Jesus having a bad day?  Was he in a bad mood?  Maybe Luke misunderstood what he was saying.”  There is a parallel scripture in Matthew’s gospel that is very similar to this.  Jesus doesn’t say that we should hate our families; he does say that we shouldn’t love our families as much as we love him, so maybe Luke misunderstood.  
Maybe that’s what’s going on here, but I don’t think so.  The Rabbis had a teaching method.  They would use hyperbole or exaggeration to get across the point.  I thought of a couple of examples of this.  Some of you who are present, especially some of you guys, will remember the name Marilyn Monroe.  Remember that name?  Ol’ Marilyn Monroe was quite a looker.  As I was trying to think of some beautiful actresses or celebrities today, one name that has been in the news recently is Paris Hilton.  Recognize that name?  She’s probably not the best example to use.  You might have seen on the news that she got in trouble in Las Vegas recently.  I heard one guy say that she was charged with possession of a half ounce of common sense.  
Another name that might be better than Paris Hilton is the one we know as the “pretty woman,” Julia Roberts.  My mother, may she rest in peace, one of her favorite movies was “Pretty Woman.”  There’s kind of an atmosphere about that movie.  But if you compare Julia Roberts to Marilyn Monroe, some guys that like Marilyn Monroe better would say “Julia Roberts is just a bag of bones compared to Marilyn Monroe.”  Exaggeration, hyperbole.  
Some of you will recognize the name Rocky Marciano.  Rocky Marciano had this distinction - he was the only heavy-weight champion to retire undefeated.  All of the other guys tried to hang on a little bit too long and ended up losing a fight, but not Rocky Marciano.  Some guys, especially those who didn’t like Muhammad Ali, would say “Compared to Rocky Marciano, Muhammad Ali was just a bag of hot air.”  But when he was in his prime I wonder how many people would say that to Ali’s face?  Hyperbole, exaggeration.  
Let me give you one more example.  It is a gift that God has shared with me to know Suzanne’s love.  There are some things that I’m not certain about in this life, but one thing I am certain about is that Suzanne loves me.  That is a gift.  I would like to think she feels that about me, that she feels secure in my love for her, but I know that she loves me.  But compared to the way that God loves me, Suzanne “hates” me.  Hyperbole, exaggeration.  There is no comparison.

There are these lessons from the scripture.  First, a truth in advertising lesson: Jesus is saying that if we want to follow him there will be nothing easy about it.  Listen to what one biblical scholar said about this scripture.  
“The cost of discipleship is paid in many different kinds of currency.  For some persons a redirection of time and energy is required, for others a change in personal relationships, a change in vocation or a commitment of financial resources.  But for each person, the call of discipleship is all consuming.  A complete change in priorities is required of all would be disciples.  No part-time disciples are needed.  No partial commitments are accepted.”  
This is serious stuff we are talking about.  Jesus is saying to those who would follow him that there will be nothing easy about this.  He tells parables about counting the cost.  When we lived in El Reno there was an unusual sight.  A couple had built a house just off of I-40, and every time you came from Oklahoma City and drove by this house you would look out and see an unusual sight.  About half way up, the owners of this house had put rock on the side of the house, but from about half way up to the edge of the roof there was just black tar paper.  It was that way for years.  It was obvious that when they built the house they did not count the cost.  
Another example: Our country when we went to war in Viet Nam, in Iraq and in Afghanistan did not take seriously the cost of those wars.  There is a lesson about counting the cost.  
Perhaps the most important lesson is this: “You shall have no other God before me.”  We were watching a football game last night - I know some of you are surprised to hear that.  I noticed someone sitting in the stand with one of those foam hands that you put over your hand.  It has the Number One index finger raised.  Our team is Number One.  When you follow Christ there are no other gods; whether it is your football team, your family, your friends, your country, your work, or your possessions.  Martin Luther said that to follow Christ “there are three conversions necessary: the conversion of the heart, mind, and the purse.”  This is serious stuff we are talking about here.  
We are shocked by Jesus’ words that we are to hate our families.  We kind of gloss over these words, the very last words of this scripture.  “So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.”  Do we really believe it’s necessary to follow Christ by giving up all our possessions?  
Let me tell you about a couple of women whose story I heard recently, it’s a wonderful story.  You probably won’t recognize these names, Ethel Grubbs and Dorothy Howell.  Ethel Grubbs is the high school principal at Wellston, a little town down by Oklahoma City.  Did you hear her story?  Wellston School District faced budget cutbacks the way many schools in Oklahoma are now facing them.  Ethel Grubbs was going to lose her job as the high school principal.  Dorothy is the secretary at the high school, but she is also Ethel Grubbs’ best friend.  Did you hear what Dorothy Howell did for her friend?  She gave up her salary so Ethel Grubbs could remain as the high school principal.  That’s a good friend to have, isn’t it?  When they asked her about this she said “I didn’t do it for Ethel.  I did it for the kids because they need Ethel.”  When we see that kind of commitment we’re a little bit embarrassed and ashamed, aren’t we?  This is serious stuff we are talking about here folks, this discipleship.  

There is a lesson about priorities.  If you love God first, if the Number One that you have in your life is not a football team but God, then everything else falls into place.  You have more love for your family and your friends and the other things that are important in life.

Finally, there is a lesson about faith.  What are you doing without because of your faith?  I’m appreciative of you folks who chose to be here in worship on Labor Day weekend.  You could have chosen to do a lot of other things, but you gave up your time to be here.  You might have given up doing something that was fun to be here in worship.  God knows that worship isn’t fun, is it?  You might give up some money in the offering plate because of your commitment to God.  What are you giving up because of your faith?  
Our faith requires us to give up some things.  But you might not realize that it requires us to give up these things.  For those who would ask where the good news in this scripture is, hear this.  It is my responsibility, as your minister, to be honest with you.  It would be easy to choose another scripture today; I could have preached on the scripture from Jeremiah.  It’s a good scripture about God as the potter and us as the clay.  But some day I am going to stand before Christ, and I believe He will ask me, “What did you say to them about their loyalty to me?”  I will be able to say to Christ that on Labor Day weekend 2010 we talked about this scripture.  We talked about giving up some things for Him, and Christ will remind me of the good news in this scripture.  You see we give up not only time and money and fun because of our faith.  We also give up worry, guilt, fear, enmity, jealousy, pettiness.  We give up doubt, despair, and loneliness when we say that Christ is first in our lives.  Aren’t you glad that Jesus said these words?  Amen. 
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