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As they were going along the road, someone 

said to Jesus, “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.” 

—Luke 9:51-62 
 
 
 Doyle Smith has been preaching since Joe 
Biden ran for president the first time.  He 
preaches a little like Joe Biden would—
without the Democratic politics.  Doyle knows 
the Bible like Biden knows the Constitution.  
He knows Genesis to Revelation and the 
footnotes at the bottom of the page.  In fact—



more than anything else—he preaches the 
footnotes.   
 Doyle begins:  “The sermon today is from 
the ninth chapter of Luke.  This passage 
requires us to dig deep into the first century 
world.  Verses 57-58, and I am reading—as I 
always will—from the King James Version, ‘A 
certain man said unto him, Lord, I will follow 
thee whithersoever thou goest.’”   
“And Jesus said unto him, ‘Foxes have holes, 
and birds of the air have nests.  But the Son of 
man hath not where to lay his head.’” 
 “Some misinterpret this text as indicating 
that Jesus means what he says and that he 
was not rich as we know he was.  John Calvin, 
a French theologian and lawyer from the 
sixteenth century points out—and I’m reading 
from his commentary which was translated by 
William Pringle in 1845—‘It is strange that 
Christ should say that he had not a foot of 
earth on which he could lay his head, while 
there were many godly and benevolent 
persons, who would willingly receive him into 
their houses.’” (Calvin’s Commentaries, volume 
1, 381) 



 “Whenever we come to one of the 
passages that seem to indicate that Jesus was 
poor, we need to look long enough and dig 
deep enough to find an explanation.   
 Doyle continues, “Verses 59-60, And 
Jesus said unto another, ‘Follow me.’  But he 
said, ‘Lord, suffer me first to go and bury my 
father.’  Jesus said unto him, ‘Let the dead 
bury their dead.  Go you thou and preach the 
kingdom.’” 
 “Let the dead bury the dead.  This is not a 
passage that you find in advertisements for 
funeral homes, but listen again to John Calvin, 
‘By these words, Christ does not condemn 
burial.  We know that the custom of burying 
originated in a divine command, and was 
practiced by the saints’” (390, 1).   
 “We can thus conclude that this passage 
should not be used as support for cremation.  
Calvin also indicates that if this man had not 
been called to preach the kingdom he could 
have stayed with his father.  Calvin writes, 
‘Had he remained in a private station, there 
would have been no absolute necessity for 
leaving his father’” (390, 1).   



 “Verse 60 is justification for preachers to 
feel superior to their congregations, because, 
according to Jesus, preachers are a big deal.”   
 “The third would-be slacker disciple said, 
‘Lord, I will follow thee, but let me first go bid 
them farewell, which are at home at my 
house.’”   
“And Jesus said unto him, ‘No man, having put 
his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit 
for the kingdom of God.’” 
 “In first century Middle Eastern culture, 
the person who is leaving requests permission 
to leave from those who are staying behind.  
This man is asking to go home and get 
permission.  He knows that his parents won’t 
let him go wandering around after Jesus.  This 
failure, just like the others, is pretending to be 
committed.  He’s a mama’s boy who’s never 
ploughed a row or driven a pick-up.”   
 Doyle talks about the Bible without using 
any question marks.  He shows remarkable 
expertise concerning sixteenth century 
interpreters, nineteenth century translators, 
and how to explain away the hard parts.  He 
has extensive knowledge and an unwavering 



commitment to defend whatever he has 
always thought.   
 What he does not do is ask, “Where might 
Christ lead us that we don’t want to follow?”  
The people in Doyle’s church learn a lot of 
footnotes.   
 One way to read the Bible is as a history 
book to be studied out of curiosity.  This looks 
like you are taking the Bible seriously, but it 
actually keeps God—to whom the story 
points—at a safe distance. Abigail Brown 
began preaching just after Elizabeth Warren 
decided to run for president.  She preaches a 
little like Elizabeth Warren would, but without 
having a plan for everything.  Abigail has not 
read nearly as many footnotes as Doyle, but 
she is trying to follow Jesus. 
 Abigail begins: “In this story in Luke’s 
Gospel, Jesus meets three would-be disciples.  
They all say they want to follow, but Jesus 
turns them down.  This is a hard story for 
most of us, because we’ve said that we want 
to follow Jesus, but then we try not to think 
about the ways we don’t follow.” 
 “The first candidate enthusiastically 
promises, ‘I’ll follow you wherever you go.’”   



 “When someone asks to join our church 
our response is ‘That’s great,’ but Jesus says, 
‘It’s not going to be easy.  We’re not staying at 
the Marriott.’”   
 “I like to think I would follow Jesus even if 
it meant I wouldn’t have a roof over my head, 
but I don’t know.”   
 “The second person says, ‘I need to make 
arrangements for my father’s funeral.’”   
“What I’d like Jesus to say is, ‘Not a problem, I 
understand,’ but Jesus says ‘No.’ 
“I often think, ‘I’ll get back to serving God as 
soon as I take care of these responsibilities.’”   
 “The third potential disciple says, ‘I’m 
ready to follow, but first I need to get things 
straightened out at home.’”   
“It’s hard for us to hear that according to 
Jesus, church is more important than family.”  
 “Jesus says to all of us, ‘No one who puts a 
hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the 
kingdom.’”   
Abigail smiles as she says, “As you might 
guess, I’ve never plowed, but I’ve read that 
back when farmers did plow, they would 
choose a point in the distance and move 
toward it.  Any looking around or over the 



shoulder would lead to crooked furrows and a 
plowing disaster.  Anyone who looks for 
excuses is looking in the wrong direction.” 
“I would like this story more if when 
prospective disciples tell Jesus they want to 
follow, Jesus said, ‘Wonderful!  Glad to have 
you in the family’ and everybody hugged.”   
“Instead, Jesus confronts us with the truth 
that we’re not as committed as we want to 
think.  Our desire for comfort, wealth, even 
family, gets in the way of our promise to 
follow.  But as I studied this story, I found 
something that gives me hope.  The word for 
follow doesn’t mean to follow behind, it 
means shoulder to shoulder.”   
“It’s not, ‘Do this after me.’”   
“It’s, ‘Do this with me.’”   
“Our hope is that we follow Christ with Christ 
and not on our own.” 
 Abigail asks her congregation, “What 
keeps you from following?  The problem may 
not be what we usually think of as 
temptations.  The problem may be a lack of 
time, work, family responsibilities, and the 
ease with which we make excuses.” 



 Abigail preaches: “Right now, this moment, 
think about how God might be calling you to 
follow.  Consider your commitments and how 
you might give them to God.  Think about it.  
Pray about it.  Imagine it.  Ask God to help 
you live for things that matter, share with 
people who have no place to lay their heads, 
and plow a different future.”   
 Abigail’s way of reading the Bible is 
different from Doyle’s.  Reading the Bible as 
history rather than as an invitation to follow 
will always be easier and less meaningful.  
Reading the Bible as history is more like 
reading Moby Dick as a whaling manual or To 
Kill a Mockingbird for its punctuation.  We 
should read scripture as a reflection on our 
life.  We should read in a way that leads 
beyond the words on the page to God who 
surrounds us. 
 In a doctoral seminar the professor 
assigned Mortimer Adler’s How to Read a 
Book.  It seemed like a strange assignment to 
students who thought they lived in libraries.  
Several expressed their opinion that if they 
did not already know how to read a book it 
was too late.  But they read it, and they 



learned how to read a book.  They learned 
that reading is not about adding to the facts 
we know.  They learned that reading is 
participating in a dialogue with the author that 
makes us question who we are and how we 
live.   
Reading the Bible is not about adding to the 
facts we know.  Reading the Bible is 
participating in a dialogue with the author that 
makes us question who we are and how we 
live.  
 Karl Barth says: “Reading the Bible is like 
looking out the window and seeing everybody 
on the street shading their eyes with their 
hands and gazing up into the sky toward 
something hidden from us by the roof.  
They’re pointing up.  They’re speaking strange 
words.  They’re excited. Something is 
happening that we can’t see happening.  Or 
something is about to happen.  Something 
beyond our comprehension has caught them 
up and is seeking to lead them from land to 
land for strange, intense, uncertain, and 
(amazing) service.” 
 To read the Bible is to read the expression 
on their faces.  To listen to the words of 



scripture is to catch the sound of the peculiar, 
dangerous, and compelling word they hear. 
 To read the Bible is to invite God to 
change our minds.  Do we still think what we 
thought ten years ago?  Five years ago?  One 
year ago?   
Are we listening for God more completely 
than ten years ago?  Five years ago?  One 
year ago?  If we have stopped thinking about 
God’s calling on our lives, wherever it may 
lead us, however it might change us, then we 
have stopped following.   
 The purpose of scripture is to equip us to 
become more like Christ so that we serve God 
in the world.  We learn the stories of Jesus, 
the Ten Commandments and the Beatitudes 
not as ends unto themselves, but so that we 
will be the church and recognize that the 
Spirit is with us.   
 If you look at a window, you see flyspecks, 
dust, and the crack where the Frisbee hit it.  If 
you look through a window, you see the 
world beyond.  Something like this is the 
difference between those who see the Bible 
as dull and those who see it as the Word of 
God which speaks into the depths of our lives. 



 Frederick Buechner writes:  “The Bible is a 
book about life the way it really is. It’s a book 
about people who at one and the same time 
can be both believing and unbelieving, 
innocent and guilty, crusaders and crooks, full 
of hope and full of despair. In other words, it’s 
a book about us. And it’s a book about God.  If 
it’s not about the God we believe in, then it’s 
about the God we don’t believe in. One way 
or another, the story we find in the Bible is 
our own story” (Wishful Thinking, 9). 
 When we read the Bible it is not enough 
to be informed.  We have to be formed.  It is 
not enough to engage the intellect.  We have 
to engage our whole life.  It is not enough to 
understand.  We have to follow.   
We learn to read the Bible when we feed the 
hungry, care for the sick, and help the hurting.  
We learn to read the Bible when we defend 
the oppressed, refuse to stereotype, and build 
friendships across lines.  We learn to read the 
Bible when we talk about faith with those 
who may snicker, invite friends to church, and 
pray for those who seem lost.   
 Every time we read the Bible we have the 
chance to learn something wonderful.  We 



learn that being kind is more important than 
being right.   

We learn that it is those moments of 
recognizing God’s presence that make life 
spectacular.   

We learn that love, not time, heals all 
wounds.   

We learn that we can pray for someone 
when we do not have the strength to help 
them in any other way.   

We learn that no matter how serious life 
requires us to be, we need friends to laugh 
with.   

We learn that life is hard, but God is 
always with us.   

We learn that the best way to grow as 
Christians is to surround ourselves with better 
Christians.   

We learn that when we follow Christ, 
Christ walks beside us. 
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