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1 Kings 19:15-16, 19-21

Psalm 16

Galatians 5:1, 13-25

Luke 9:51-62

Gracious and loving God, open my lips and speak through them, open our minds and think with them, open our hearts and set them on fire with love for you.  AMEN.
“When the days drew near for him to be taken up, [Jesus] set his face to go to Jerusalem.” (LK 9:51)

Today’s Gospel reading marks a significant turn in Luke’s Gospel story.  It begins what is called “the travel narrative” and ten chapters, out of a total of only twenty-four, are used to tell it.  This morning, Luke gives us an introduction to, and overview of, all that the disciples would struggle with and learn walking with Jesus to Jerusalem, and all that we learn and struggle with living together as Christians in the world, as disciples here in this particular community of Christ Church Cambridge.
In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus knows the time is now to begin walking toward Jerusalem in order to bring his mission and ministry to fulfillment.  He knows he is walking toward fierce betrayal and rejection, humiliation and suffering, torture and death.  He knows all this, and knows he must go, and he must go now.  Those walking with him respond as I often do when asked to act on leaps of faith – with the infamous sentence starter “yes, but…!”  When I was asked last fall to go on a mission trip to El Salvador, I had such a reply.  “Yes, I’d love to, but I’ll probably be starting a new job.  Maybe next year.”  Oh, and, “Yes, I’d like to go, but I’m not really sure international mission is my thing. I’ll think it over.”  In much the same way, Jesus’ followers want to go with him, yet there are things they aren’t sure of, and things that they think they have to do first.  Jesus invites them on a journey, and they reply, “yes, but..”  Yes, but tell me where we’re going.  Yes, but first let me go and bury my father.  Yes, but let me go and say goodbye before I go.  The disciples are torn between doing things according to custom, beholden to expectations and the comfort of acting in predictable patterns of behavior, and embracing the immediacy of Jesus’ invitation.  In today’s Gospel we hear perhaps the first iteration of “But we’ve always done it that way.”  And Jesus’ reply?  “The time is now.  Let’s go.”  It might seem a little harsh, but to embark on such a journey, as Jesus points out, requires turning our face from all that threatens to keep us locked in the past.  Turning our face toward and walking into a deeper relationship with God.
And Jesus knows that Jerusalem is not the destination; it is not the end point.  This journey they are embarking on would continue after the crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension.  It would continue past the witness contained in our Holy Scriptures.  The journey that Jesus asks his followers to embark on in this morning’s gospel would continue through history to the point in time at which we find ourselves today, joining those already on the road.  Walking with them toward a time and place we cannot fully describe or imagine; a time when God’s dream for us becomes complete.   Like those early disciples, we might not know exactly where we’re headed, but we know that God is calling us on the journey and to travel the road together.  I understand now why early Christians called their fledgling movement “The Way”.  We’re all on the Way toward somewhere.  A place we Christians call “perfect freedom”; “ultimate peace”; “undying hope”.  And we know nothing less but that God is waiting there with open arms, calling to us, and along side us, urging us on.
I returned on Tuesday night from the ten day mission trip to El Salvador.  It was an amazing trip that broke my heart open again and again.  It was a surprise to me, however, that, when someone asked upon my return what one story stuck with me the most, it was not the story of a Salvadorian, or of a fellow participant on the trip.  It was the story of Anthony, a thirty-seven year old Sri Lankan man I met at the ecumenical celebration for refugees in El Salvador.  Ten years prior, Anthony found himself knee deep in a river in Sri Lanka, trying to escape with his wife and young child.  Anthony was approached by the rebel army and told he had two choices:  he could join the rebel army and they would let his family escape, or he could refuse and no one would be allowed to leave.  As the water of the river rushed between them, Anthony said goodbye to his wife and son, never to see them again.  Anthony told me of suffering in Sri Lanka, of his time in military prison and having his back broken.  Twelve months ago, Anthony escaped from Sri Lanka and embarked on a journey to Canada to join an aunt who lives there.  In the first twenty days after his escape, Anthony traveled from Sri Lanka to Singapore where he was deported to Dubai, then deported to Italy, then to Argentina, then to Costa Rica, then to El Salvador.  Walking off the plane in San Salvador, Anthony was escorted to jail where he spent the next forty-five days.  The El Salvadorian government offered to deport him to Guatemala, but Anthony refused.  He chose, instead, to stay in El Salvador where he has been living in a Lutheran church, unable to go outside unescorted due to racism and fear of his dark complexion.  As Anthony finished his story we stood, face to face.  Me, on a voluntary trip to help a church and people in great need in the most violent city in the most violent country in Central America.  And Anthony, finding the church in El Salvador a place of sanctuary, of refuge, a place to wait in hope, his face set on his aunt’s house in Toronto.  Before I left on my trip, I made sure everything was in order.  My desk was clean.  Before Anthony left he had no time to think, only to go.  I felt like one of Jesus’ followers in today’s Gospel – full of desire and best intentions, but with so many reasons to hesitate.  And there was Anthony, ready to go, and nowhere to lay his head.  In the silence that followed his story, I stood there, hardly able to blink, never mind speak.  Anthony stood looking back at me, a smile on his lips and hope in his eyes.  
And here I am today, beginning my ministry in this place with all of you.  I join a journey all of you have been on together for quite some time.  And, as we begin walking this road together, I want to know, from each of you, where is your face set?  Where are you headed? And I want to know, what’s holding you back?  What doubts, or fears, or insecurities are you currently struggling with that God is calling you to set aside, to lay down?  I want to hear them, and I pray you’ll hear mine. 

There may be times when we feel a bit like the disciples, unsure of where we’re going, unsure we want to go at all.  There may be times when we feel a bit like Anthony, bounced from place to place on our quest for freedom, peace and hope.  But like the disciples, we are not called to walk the Way alone.  Praise God we have others walking with us.  Others to urge us on.  Others for us to urge on.  This is the journey Christ Church is on.  Thank you for inviting me to walk a bit with you.  The time is now.  Let’s go.
AMEN.
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