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Proper 8C 2019 Sermon 
Luke 9:51-62 

When the days drew near for Jesus to be taken up, he set his face to go to 

Jerusalem. And he sent messengers ahead of him. On their way they entered 

a village of the Samaritans to make ready for him; but they did not receive 

him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem. When his disciples James 

and John saw it, they said, "Lord, do you want us to command fire to come 

down from heaven and consume them?" But he turned and rebuked them. 

Then they went on to another village. 

 

As they were going along the road, someone said to him, "I will follow you 

wherever you go." And Jesus said to him, "Foxes have holes, and birds of the 

air have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head." To another 

he said, "Follow me." But he said, "Lord, first let me go and bury my father." 

But Jesus said to him, "Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go 

and proclaim the kingdom of God." Another said, "I will follow you, Lord; 

but let me first say farewell to those at my home." Jesus said to him, "No one 

who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God." 

 

 

Jesus and his disciples are traveling from Galilee to Jerusalem by the quickest 

route, which means they have to travel through Samaria – something most Jews 

never did, since Samaritans and Jews were practically sworn enemies.  Traveling 

ahead of Jesus to make preparations, Jesus’ messengers find (unsurprisingly) that 

some Samaritans turn them away, because of the differences between Jews and 

Samaritans.  When his disciples James and John hear about it, they say to Jesus, 

‘Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume 

them?’” 

 

Fr. John Shea comments:  “James and John… react to rejection with rejection.  

They respond in kind, only with a little more muscle.  Mere refusal of welcome is 

met with a scorched-earth policy… They are ready to call down fire from heaven, 

to recruit God as the destructive agent of their anger.” 1 

 

Now, James and John had been present when Jesus said, “You have heard that it 

was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’  But I say to you, Do not 

resist an evildoer.  But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other 

also…  Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…” (Matt. 5:38-

48)  Yet here it is, plain as day, in today’s Gospel:  James and John, members 

(with Peter) of Jesus’ inner circle, wanting to call down fire from heaven to 

consume these Samaritans who refused to receive them.   

 

Now, it might be tempting to think that we 21st Century Christians have gotten 

past such a “scorched earth” response to whatever has offended us, but I fear that 

the current division and polarization of our nation and our world has tended to 

create enemies out of people who are, in reality, not our enemies, but who merely 
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disagree with us, or have a different skin color, religion, nationality, culture, 

political party, sexual orientation, or what have you.  And once we have labeled 

such “others” as “enemies,” what do we do?  Love them and pray for them, as 

Jesus commands?  No;  all too often we demonize them and dehumanize them – 

just as James and John do to the Samaritans.   

 

An example from just 3 years ago shows how some modern-day followers of 

Jesus are as oblivious to Jesus’ teachings as James and John in today’s Gospel.  In 

June of 2016, a man entered the Pulse Bar, a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida, 

and opened fire, killing 49 people and wounding 53 others.  At the time, it was the 

largest mass shooting by a single person in American history.  The murderous act 

was bad enough, but the following Sunday, in the name of Jesus, one Christian 

pastor told his congregation, “The tragedy is that more of [the gays] didn’t die. 

…I wish the government would round them all up, put them up against a firing 

wall, put a firing squad in front of them, and blow their brains out.”2 Another 

Christian pastor said, “The bad news is that a lot of the homos in the bar are still 

alive…” 3  And another Christian pastor told his congregation, “I heard… that 

there are still several dozen of these queers in ICU and intensive care [sic].  And I 

will pray to God… that God will finish the job that that man started, and he will 

end their life, and by tomorrow morning they will all be burning in hell…” 4  And, 

my friends, some Christian pastors today speak in similar (though less blatantly 

violent) ways about those who are different from them:  people of different sexual 

orientation, citizenship status, religion, and on and on.  

 

All of these Christian pastors somehow believe, despite Jesus’ crystal-clear 

teachings about turning the other cheek, loving our enemies, doing good to those 

who persecute us, welcoming the stranger, etc. – they somehow believe that Jesus 

wants to burn all those who are different from them in hell (or suffer some similar 

fate) – just as James and John somehow believed that Jesus wanted fire to come 

down from heaven and consume those Samaritans who hadn’t welcomed them.   

 

Professor David Lose asks:  “Why is it that when James and John meet resistance 

to Jesus’ mission, their first instinct is to call down fire from heaven that will 

consume those they see as opponents?  Why is it that when folks resist our sense 

of the way we think things should be, we first view them as opponents and then 

want to remove or even destroy them? …  Our tendency to label someone as 

‘other’ – whether in terms of their race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual 

orientation, [citizenship status, political party,] etc. – confers a sinister permission 

to treat them differently, even to regard them as less than human, or at least less 

human than we are.”5   I find that a profound insight, for somehow, by some deep 

and unconscious mechanism of our psyche, our tendency to label someone as 

‘other’ seems to confer on us a sinister permission to treat them differently, even 

to regard them as less than human, or at least less human than we are.   

 

And, my friends, here’s the thing:  When Jesus rebukes James and John, he is not 

rebuking their vindictive desires in this one particular instance;  he is rebuking the 
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whole cultural mindset from which those desires arose:  a mindset which sees the 

ancient Jewish/Samaritan antagonism as normal, which sees “the other” as less 

than ourself.  A similar dynamic is behind Jesus’ famous rebuke of Peter:  “Get 

behind me, Satan!”, Jesus rebukes Peter.  “You are thinking like everyone else 

and not like God.” (Mark 8:33, NRSV, CEV)  

 

In their desire for murderous retaliation, James and John are thinking like 

everyone else, and not like God.  Jesus is coming from the mindset of the 

Kingdom of God, whereas James, John, and Peter are coming from the mindset, 

the consciousness, of this world. 

 

This interpretation is supported by the latter part of today’s Gospel reading, 

wherein Jesus makes the clear contrast between living within the mindset of the 

kingdom of this world and living within the mindset of the kingdom of God.  In a 

series of intentionally shocking statements, Jesus draws clear distinctions between 

the values and assumptions of this world and the values and calling of the 

kingdom of God.  Jesus says:  “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests;  

but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”   

 

Fr. John Shea comments:  “the head of the Son of Man (Jesus himself and the 

new humanity he represents) cannot find a place to rest in the socially constructed 

world in which he lives.  Jesus’ way consists in not belonging to the present order 

of things.  It entails a continual struggle to bring about a new understanding of 

God and neighbor and to create a society based on this new understanding.  Any 

eager desire to follow Jesus must reckon with the difficulties of never belonging 

to what appears the natural way, the way of creating a home on the earth as it is.”6  

 

You and I tend to think that our present socially-constructed mindset is the 

Christian mindset;  and those who think, look, speak, or act differently from our 

own imagined norm are less “righteous” or “Christian” than we are.  The second 

half of today’s Gospel reading blows that idea right out of the water.  Our 

socially-construed world is not the kingdom of God;  and the fact that we think of 

ourselves and call ourselves “Christian” does not, in fact, make it so.  John Shea 

writes, “It is interesting that James and John assume they are able to effectively 

pull God’s chain and get the Lord of heaven and earth to do their bidding.”7  And 

many of us present-day Christians who think we are on God’s side and everyone 

else is not imagine that we have the right to do the same:  invoke the power of 

God against those who are different from us, like those Christian pastors praying 

that God kill the wounded survivors of the Orlando shooting.   

 

In the early 1970’s, there were a series of television commercials for a men’s 

shaving product (Mennen Skin Bracer) in which one man slapped another man on 

the cheek, and the slapped man responded, “Thanks, I needed that!”  My friends, 

Jesus’ rebuke and shocking words are like that slap on the cheek, meant to shake 

us and wake us out of our morally self-satisfied mindset, so that we might be 

transformed into the mind of Christ.  John Shea writes:  “rebuke from a more 
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enlightened consciousness is so important.  The rebuke often targets things we 

take for granted, ways of thinking and acting that we assume are correct… Since 

rebuke always entails a judgment of how we presently think and act, there is a 

tendency to defend ourselves… [Yet,] Jesus uses the teaching technique of rebuke 

consistently in the gospels.  He criticizes mindsets that he thinks subvert kingdom 

living.  These mindsets are what disciples and would-be disciples are currently 

following... [James and John] are following the feeling of anger into petitioning 

God to kill.  But there is a higher self… and Jesus' rebuke is essentially a 

reminder of this higher self and the insistence that everything else be integrated 

into the direction it sets.”8 

 

I can remember a few times in my life when I was rebuked by someone with a 

more enlightened consciousness.  It made me feel humiliated, angry, ashamed;  

and yet I thank God for those rebukes, delivered in love and truth.  For, like the 

slapped man in the commercial, I needed that, in order to shock me out of a 

behavior or mindset that was stymying or destroying the growth and emergence of 

who I am in God, my True Self. 

 

My friends, I believe that if we listen deeply enough, we can hear the rebuke of 

Jesus to us today.  It may come in the form of a newspaper article, a book we are 

reading, a conversation with a friend, an image we see on TV, or in some other 

way.  But however it comes, it will shake us out of our cultural blindness and 

complacency and our “me and my group” mindset, calling us to let go of these 

culturally-construed or habitual thought patterns and behaviors, and spurring us 

on to become who we are in God, our True Selves, little Christs (to use C.S. 

Lewis’ term) who spread, by our words and actions, the love of Christ in our love-

starved world. 

 

AMEN 
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