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Third Sunday after Pentecost [13] Year C, St Leonard’s Denmark, 30th June 2019   

(1 Kings 19.15-16, 19-21, Galatians 5.13-25, Luke 9.51-62)  

A number of my favourite modern hymns are written by the Scottish composer John Bell, partly 

because many are set to traditional Celtic tunes that set my foot tapping and I find easy and stirring to 

sing – and also because the words have a way of getting to the heart of the gospel in a very down to 

earth, contemporary, lyrical and sometimes refreshingly whimsical, way.   

As I was struggling a with today’s particularly challenging gospel – I came across Bell’s hymn, 

Inspired by Love and Anger,i which comes from a book called Heaven Shall Not Wait named for a 

hymn of the same title, and it turned a light on for me. The hymn, which we’ll sing shortly, asks 

“How long must some folk suffer? How long can few folk mind? How long dare vain self-interest 

turn prayer and pity blind …. Where are the fruits of justice? Where are the signs of peace? When is 

the day when prisoners and dreams find their release? … When will the wronged be righted? When 

will the kingdom come? When will the world be generous to all instead of some? 

 

These are the questions we ask of God – but God replies with a raft of questions for us: 

Who will go for me? Who will extend my reach? 

And who, when few will listen, will prophesy and preach? 

And who, when few bid welcome, will offer all they know? 

And who, when few dare follow, will walk the road I show? 

 

These questions carry the sense of urgency, and also the sense of being “up against it” that pervades 

the passage from Luke. It comes at the beginning of the long journey to Jerusalem which forms the 

major and central part of Luke’s gospel. Jesus has assembled the 12 disciples but this road to 

Jerusalem is a symbol of the journey upon which all future “Followers of the Way” as early Christians 

were called, might embark upon. 

 

The journey does not get off to a good start with the rejection of the party as it passes through 

Samaria. Given the history of hostility between Jews and Samaritans, this rejection is not surprising. 

John and James want to retaliate in the same way the ancient prophet Elijah had responded to 

Samaria’s King Ahaziah who had sent an army to arrest him – that is by calling down fire from 

heaven to destroy them. (2 Kings 1.10) But Jesus rebukes them for this suggestion, even if it is simply 

an expression of anger - he has no interest in perpetuating enmity or hatred, and they quietly carry on 

their way.  So here is our first challenge on the journey – overcoming the tribal instinct to crush our 

enemies. Let them be, says Jesus, leaving an open invitation. 

 

Next, a would-be follower is given a less than encouraging response to his promise to follow Jesus 

wherever he goes – “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has 

nowhere to lay his head.” I find this most challenging – some days, the thought of a cosy home and 

warm bed is the only thing that can keep us going. But no, says Jesus, if you want to follow me, we 

have to keep moving – not hide away, not get too comfortable. Jesus did not set up house – instead we 

hear of him visiting other people’s homes and places of work, or teaching in the open air. In the final 

verse of Bell’s hymn, we find him: 

 

Amused in someone’s kitchen, asleep in someone’s boat, 

attuned to what the ancients exposed, proclaimed and wrote, 

a saviour without safety, a tradesman without tools 

has come to tip the balance with fishermen and fools 

 

This captures the upside down, inside out logic of following Jesus into the unknown. Many scriptures 

play with our understanding of wisdom and foolishness, contrasting the so-called wisdom of the world 

with the foolishness of compassion and authenticity – the foolishness of Christ.  With seemingly few 

resources, Jesus is leading this small band on not so much a freedom march as a purposeful meander – 

and not towards a triumphal political victory but towards freedom of a completely difference order – 



the freedom of the Spirit as described by Paul – rejecting “enmities”, “dissensions” and “factions” in 

favour of “joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness and self-control” (Gal. 5.13-25) – a 

way open not only to a chosen few, but to all. Jesus does not take a highway to glory, but takes the 

minor roads going village by village, town by town – just as at home in a domestic setting or a boat as 

a temple. And so we find him “amused in someone’s kitchen’ – we might think of Mary and Martha 

and Jesus’ gentle encouragement of Martha to come and join the others, or we might think of those 

parties we have been to where the most interesting place was indeed to be had with those congregated  

in the kitchen. I find this profoundly incarnational vision of Jesus – the Son of Man – both delightful – 

and yet another challenge – because this itinerant prophet has come into our orbit and cannot just be 

worshipped from afar – he has come to “tip the balance with fishermen and fools”  - with us, in other 

words – if we are both brave and “foolish” enough to follow.  

 

And finally, the perplexing encounters where another would-be follower is told he cannot pause to 

bury his father before joining Jesus, and another that he cannot so much as say goodbye to his family. 

This second encounter refers to our first reading where Elijah allows Elisha to kiss his father and 

mother before taking up Elijah’s mantle and following him. That seems entirely reasonable doesn’t it? 

So, what is Jesus thinking here?  

 

As his teaching elsewhere would indicate, Jesus is not a cult leader demanding that we cut off our 

families, but the shocking strength of his rhetoric does demand that we radically and urgently re-

examine our loyalties, obligations and priorities. “Let the dead bury their own dead” leads us to 

question what is lifeless and needs to be left behind in our institutions or national life, or what is 

deadening and restricting in our personal lives, what limits our exercise of a wider compassion, or 

what do we use as an excuse for not getting going on the way we are called to walk? How often do we 

see the way ahead but say to ourselves: “But first …” Jesus is calling us, in the words of Bell’s hymn, 

to be “inspired by love and anger” – the sort of anger that galvanises us into action and cannot bear to 

see an injustice continue for another moment, because as another Bell hymn (sadly not in our hymn 

book, and I didn’t have time to find a copy of this week) declares: “heaven shall not wait.”  
 

Heaven shall not wait 

for the dawn of great ideas, 

thoughts of compassion divorced from cries of pain: 

Jesus is Lord; he has married word and action; 

his cross and company make his purpose plain. 

 

Heaven shall not wait 

for our legalised obedience, 

defined by statute, to strict conventions bound: 

Jesus is Lord: he has hallmarked true allegiance - 

goodness appears where his grace is sought and found. 

 

Heaven shall not wait 

for triumphant Hallelujahs, 

when earth has passed and we reach another shore: 

Jesus is Lord in our present imperfection; 

his power and love are for now and then for evermore. 

 

May the One who cannot wait any longer be with you. 

 

i Together in Song: 674 

                                                           


