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Preacher 
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Readings:  1 Kings 2.1-2, 6-14;  Psalm 77.1-2, 11-20;  Galatians 5.1, 13-25;  Luke 9. 51-62 
 

Growing in faith together – Luke 9.51-62 
 
May I speak, and we listen, in the name of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
I was going to preach today solely on the reading from Luke’s Gospel (Luke 9.51–62), but I feel I 
must first pay brief attention to the process that has dominated our news for the past 3–4 days.  
Apart from the somewhat disquieting impact of this upheaval, I think that it may have something 
useful to teach us about perfectionism – which interestingly was the subject of an opening reflection 
at a recent Thursday evening meditation. In it, Laurence Freeman, a Benedictine monk and Director 
of the World Community of Christian Meditation, spoke of perfectionism as a virus – unhealthy and 
debilitating. 
 
The perfectionist feels the need to take responsibility for getting results. No-one else can really be 
trusted to do it right. And, really, no amount of hard work and effort is too much to ask to ensure 
success. No doubt this sounds familiar to us all – both from current media reports and because we 
have all probably known people like this. We may well recognise something of the perfectionist in 
ourselves. After all, none of us wants to be a failure.  
And perhaps even the church can seem to be at risk of the virus of perfectionism. We might 
sometimes feel that more and more is expected of us because the Kingdom of God depends on us. 
We are the church, right?  
 
Which brings us round again to our Gospel reading, and maybe a slightly queasy concern about 
what it might mean for us. What Luke says here in relation to our own Christian journey for me 
brings to mind one of those travel experiences when we have set out with ambitious plans into 
unknown territory, and part way through wonder whether we have been overly ambitious and 
whether it will turn out all right. We feel anxious and over-extended and possibly not so very 
interested in further adventure just now. 
 
However, we generally know in our heads that the only thing to do is to keep going, even though in 
our hearts we may wish we could just call time out and be miraculously transported back to the 
safety and comfort of the familiar.  
 
So here we are, this morning, members of the Body of Christ, travelling together and being 
reminded by Jesus that we have put our hand to the plough.  Let’s have a look at this reading in just 
a bit more detail to explore what it might mean for us, here at St Mark’s, today.  
 
This reading comes at a turning point in Luke’s Gospel. It is now that Jesus sets his face to go to 
Jerusalem and follows just after the transfiguration, when Jesus is seen with Moses and Elijah 
“speaking of his departure (literally exodus), which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem”(Luke 
9.31). Just as God through Moses liberated God’s people from political bondage in Egypt, so now 
God through Jesus would liberate us from the greater bondage of sin and death.  
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In the two sections read for us this morning, Luke continues to evoke Elijah who called down fire 
on enemy troops (as James and John want to do on the hapless Samaritans); and whose successor, 
Elisha, on being called by Elijah while ploughing, decisively turned his back on his old way of life 
by slaughtering the oxen and giving them to the people for food. 
 
These continuing resonances are intentional. Luke wants to highlight the importance of this moment 
and hold in tension two important truths. Although Luke constantly emphasises the compassion of 
Jesus this does not mean that following him involves no demands.  
 
Jesus uses some pretty blunt language to talk about what discipleship entails, but this is possibly not 
as draconian as it may sound at first. For example, commentaries suggest that the man who wants to 
wait to bury his father is merely procrastinating, as his father is not yet dead.  
 
But the image of ploughing is graphic and clear. If you think about ploughing behind a team of 
oxen (as the Elijah reference has ensured that we do), even we can see the need for constancy of 
purpose. Looking around and backwards will send the wrong messages to the oxen and result in the 
ploughed furrow going all awry. Such a ploughman will not be fit for the task of helping to bring 
about God’s kingdom. 
 
It is at this point that we begin to feel the uneasiness again. Is this the excessive demand of a 
perfectionist God? Or at least a perfectionist church? We want to cry out that we are far from 
perfect, God knows. As Rowan Williams says in his new book Thanks, at the start of the chapter 
entitled Sinners: “Well, for one thing, there are a lot of us around…” 
 
But indeed, God does know that we are sinners and far from perfect. The Bible, the story of the 
people of God, is full of the weaknesses of humanity. Jesus has just been in conversation with 
Moses, whose experience of leading God’s people into freedom is a constant battle against their 
suspicion, their nostalgia for lost comforts, and their longing for a more malleable, home-made god 
rather than the one who thrusts freedom and maturity and responsibility upon them. Again Rowan 
Williams puts it quite graphically: 
 
At first the Israelites are like the maddening children in the back of the car: “Are we nearly there?” 
“Isn’t there anything nicer to eat?” “Why can’t we just go home now?”  
 
We might recognise some similarities with our own reactions at times in our Christian journey and 
the travel story I related earlier. 
 
No, God doesn’t expect us to be perfect nor ask that we make a success of God’s work in this 
world. But God does ask us to be faithful and not give up. God does ask us to keep growing into 
wholeness, into the persons God created us to be, and in this way to keep our hand to the plough 
and not look back. And as we grow in spirit and journey towards God, our hearts will fill with 
awareness of God’s love, and from that abundance will overflow. And then our church will grow as 
an agent of healing and helping in our fractured, shambolic world. It will become a signpost to 
God’s kingdom of justice and love. 
 
And this is where we need to be practical and personal about ourselves, here at St Mark’s. How do 
we keep our motivation and freshness? Spiritual development like this needs continually to be re-
charged. 
 
St Mark’s Parish Council, in response to our Natural Church Development reports, has set up 
ministry teams to help in the life and work of the parish. One such group looks to our NCD 
characteristics of Passionate Spirituality and Holistic Small Groups. We’ve named the team Adults 
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Growing in Faith Together with the appropriate (we think) acronym of AGiFT. I am the convenor 
of the group and the members are Alan and Lois Little, Doug Golding, Bridget McKern, Barbara 
Ferguson and Pauline Burdon. We will be meeting after the 10am service today to talk about how 
we can support people’s Christian journey at St Mark’s in ways that include but are certainly not 
limited to EfM, Monday and Saturday Bible study groups, Lenten groups, and prayer time after the 
8am service. If you would like to join this group please speak to me. 
 
We will particularly be talking about some possible short-term, say three to four week, study groups 
planned to kick in once the current winter pestilences are over and health has again broken out. So 
please, watch this space, and do consider whether your ploughing might benefit from joining such a 
group for a short time. 
 
One initiative we are starting off today is a book lending scheme that Jim Moore has generously 
offered to help manage. There is a list of books acquired by St Mark’s in the narthex, with a brief 
description of each. Please feel free to take a copy of the list and consider whether you might like to 
borrow and read one of these relatively short volumes over two or three weeks. Some relate to 
personal spiritual development; others deal more with the life and development of the church. For 
example, Rowan Williams book Thanks is included, as is Mr God, This is Anna, which Chris has 
referred to so often. 
 
So let us accept that we have put our hand to the plough some time ago, and aim not to plough 
perfect rows but to stay faithful, and not look back. 
 
Let us pray. 
God, help us to change.  
To change ourselves and to change our world.  
To know the need for it.  
To deal with the pain of it.  
To feel the joy of it.  
To undertake the journey without understanding the destination.  
The art of gentle revolution. Amen 
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