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"If You Talk the Talk..."
Luke 14:25-33

For those who have lived with the Christian faith for any length of time, it is easy  to consider it alongside many of our cultural traditions as part of the air we breathe, so much so that, with the most basic understanding, many view the faith similar to mom, dad, and apple pie.  "Not a bad idea, this Christianity," we say.  "It's reasonable, brings people together, builds fellowship.  It's certainly good medicine for the good folks here at the Naval Academy...let's do it.  It makes a lot of sense."

That is, until we run into scripture such as the one we just heard, where the prerequisite for Christian discipleship is a mandate to hate your family and yourself.  Why would anyone join a group who hate each other?  And it's not as if it were a cult, a new wave movement.  This is the old religion of the old rugged cross.  If I were caught saying "I hate you" to anyone in my family, I'd spend the rest of the day in the living room with a bar of soap in my mouth.  So why would Jesus say such a thing?

At face value, it sounds ludicrous.  Why would the good shepherd tell us to hate one another?  Maybe he did not mean it.  Maybe later he told his disciples, “You know that hate thing I said?  Well, I didn’t really mean it.”  But no, there is no reference in any passage of scripture suggesting that Jesus ever reneged on anything he ever said.  Perhaps it was a misquote, or a bad translation.  Yet when you read the following illustrations about the tower builder and the king going off to war, they only seem to underscore his message.  

If we say that these words of Jesus collide with all the other lessons of love spelled out so clearly, we can only conclude that in this passage, Jesus is making a point, the way my father made a point when he used to say, “Son, I believe you have rocks in your head.”  Now I know I do not have rocks in my head, but I understood my father’s point.  Jesus is making a point, and here it is.
Watching Jesus in action was exciting!  Imagine walking with him as he goes about his ministry.  Watch him as he heals a withered hand, brings sight to a man born blind.  Did you see that woman who was bent doubled over for 18 years?  Look at her!  She’s straightening up.  Now she’s running down the street like an Olympian track star!  Huge crowds followed Jesus wherever he went to see his next miracle, or to watch him dance around the power-hungry religious bureaucrats.  Scripture says they had never seen anything like this.  But he stops his followers cold in their tracks when he tells them that following him is not a walk in the park.  To all who wanted to join some holy miracle parade, some “Brother Love’s Traveling Salvation Show,” he tells them to stop.  This is not a carnival.  The way is not all fair winds and following seas.  He says, “If you really want to follow me, you need to know what you are getting into.  You need to count the cost.  Because where I am going, the cost is great.
Those who serve in the military consider it just that—a service.  For Christians, it is a service to both God and country, to be willing to go where we are most needed and we accept that there are certain costs when we promise to serve, “so help me God.”  It is not a promise to be made lightly.  The first time I encountered those who had not considered the cost was in my first tour, a month before deployment.  An 18 year old servicemenber entered my office and told me that he could not deploy, he could not go.  His wife would leave him if he did.  Another one came in and told me his wife would commit suicide if he left.  Another one came in and told me that he had a $25,000.00 credit card debt and that if he deployed, they would repossess his car, that he can’t go.  Another one simply said he didn’t want to go, didn’t want to be that far from his parents and that he would make sure he didn’t go, that he would rather take illegal drugs and get kicked out than go.  Jesus said, “Which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost?”  What king would ride off into war without knowing what it takes?  The words of Jesus begin to make sense.  There are some priorities that simply take priority, that when we freely sign on, we then commit ourselves to.  When it comes to faith, Jesus says if you want to talk the talk, you’ve got to walk the walk.  At times, it may simply mean showing up for worship when you could get an extra hour of rest.  It may mean a daily habit of praying, or speaking words of encouragement to someone who needs it.  It could mean singing, if you have the gift, and if you don’t have the gift, to sing anyway!  If you cannot carry a tune in a bucket, not to worry.  Dr. Talley and Mr. Maxwell will be more than happy to supply you with the bucket.  But sing!  Or make a joyful noise unto the Lord.  And sometimes, in order to walk the walk, you may have to stand alone for what you know in your heart is the right and noble and holy thing to do, even if no one stands with you, even if your parents, and brothers, your sisters, your friends don’t understand, or turn against you.  It may require you to choose the hard road and not the easy way.  And yes, it may even cost you your life.  For some, it may mean the end of life as we know it.  For all, it means living a life of surrender and obedience to his will.
The good news for those of us willing to walk the walk, we will find a peace that goes beyond comprehension that removes all doubt and misgivings.  The only catch is that you must first commit.  In the words of a man named Kierkegaard, it first requires a “leap of faith.”  Plebe Summer is at last over.  I think I hear a few sighs of relief.  During Plebe Summer, I visited with a number of midshipmen, some of whom are not with us anymore.  There is always a small percentage.  I discovered that many who ended up going home, while committing to being a midshipman, having raised their right hand, had also retained enrollment at other universities.  Some had been accepted to three or more places that were still waiting to hear from them.  Their thinking was that if they didn’t like it here, they could always go somewhere else.  One mother even paid the dorm room deposit just in case.  And as I heard this, I thought, what a self-fulfilling prophecy.  They want to commit, but they also want to keep the back door open and as a result, never fully committ so that when the going gets tough, they go home.  
Today, there are some Christians who, having committed to following Christ, have second thoughts when the storms of life come crashing in.  They look elsewhere in a bottle, or sexual indulgence, or some other distraction.  Like the prodigal son, they lose themselves in a far off country.  The truth is, the grass has been and always will be greener on the other side.  Whenever we take our eyes off the focus of God’s vision for us, we discover a host of attractions and distractions.  We begin to second guess our best decisions.  We may even grow afraid.
Do you remember the story where Peter sees Jesus walking on water, and how Jesus bids him to come out on the water also?  Peter gets out of the boat and walks.  He is the only other person besides Jesus who walked on water.  But then, he gets nervous when he sees the winds.  He gets afraid.  There are a lot of things in life that can make us afraid, even right here.  But you see, Peter took his eyes off the Master, and then began to sink.  There are some commitments in life that require single-minded devotion if we dare to walk the walk.  And going where God calls us to go requires just that.  And that walk may be downright dynamic, terrifically terrifying or terribly tedious.  You may be pushing a pencil for the boss or a wheelchair for a friend.  You may be carrying a ream of homework or a rifle.  You may be spending endless hours at Nimitz or standing watch onboard USS NIMITZ.  It may lead you to a cross.  But once you decide once and for all to walk the walk of faith, there is a peace that prevails.  Whatever storms life may be throwing at you, you find an inner tranquility.  And all the questions and doubts and second guessing and regrets melt away.  All you see his Him.

I have a friend.  He is a great warrior.  A number of years ago, while on active duty, he was asked to accept a mission.  It was so dangerous, he was allowed to refuse it.  But the more he focused on the mission, the clearer his choice became.  My friend is a spiritual man, so after much prayer, he decided to accept the mission.  He was given a small force.  He had to fight enemies seen and unseen.  He faced soldiers and civilians who formed into a violent mob.  While he was in occupied territory, in the heart of trouble, my friend was surrounded.  There was no escape.  They made him a prisoner, and after horribly torturing him, killed him.  He failed.  
But then, a strange and fantastic thing happened.  Word spread that the mission was not a failure, that it lives on as He lives!   And the mission has been carried on by those who believe in him ever since, a mission that is nothing less than the salvation of us all.  And as a sign of his life, his mission, those who believe proudly carry the sign of a cross.  It is our sign, or can be if we choose to walk the walk.  And if in counting the cost, it seems that this way is more than what you can bear, I only ask that you take a leap of faith and discover that the load is amazingly light, as if borne on someone else’s shoulders, to a higher plane than we could ever go without him.
