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AND JESUS SET HIS FACE TOWARD JERUSALEM; Luke 9: 51-62; WESTMINSTER PRESBYTERIAN 
CHURCH; JUNE 30, 2019; A. CAMERON AIRHART 
 
In the name of the Creator, the Redeemer, and the Comforter.  Amen. 
 
And Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem.  Some sentences contain multitudes of meaning, and 
this is one of them.   
 
Jesus so far in Luke has been a homeboy, staying in the familiar rural environment of Galilee, 
way up in the north.  It was an out-of-way place, far from the sophistication of Jerusalem, which 
was itself a backwater compared to the sophisticated cities of the area like Antioch just to the 
north, the 3rd largest city of the Roman Empire.  Jesus, so far in Luke, was becoming a celebrity 
in a very small pond, and his disciples and other followers were all local kids who were enjoying 
the unexpected local prestige and excitement that Jesus had brought into their sleepy lives.  So 
far, they were a motley crew and last week we read about their big trip across the lake to the 
foreign area of the Gerasenes, which was a little like Buffalonians in years gone by taking the SS 
Canadiana to Crystal Beach.  So far in Luke, Jesus’ ministry was the most exciting thing that had 
happened to these rural bumpkins.  Why, who knows what personal good fortune lay ahead for 
Peter, James and John?  Who knows what social advancement in Galilee awaited them as they 
hitched their wagons to Jesus, the rising local superstar.  Even that fox Herod Antipas, the 
prince of the client-state of Galilee, had taken notice.   
 
And then, just as things were getting good for these disciples and just when they were 
beginning to spin fantasies about future power and personal greatness, Jesus set his face 
toward Jerusalem, and we begin the slow process in which it will become clear to his followers 
that what they had expected of Jesus was not what Jesus would be doing.  He did not intend to 
be a big fish in a little pond; he did not intend that they would enjoy rich and powerful lives as 
the new big men in Galilee. Jesus had bigger plans. 
 
The first stutter steps toward learning Jesus’ real mission begin in our passage today, and they 
occur because Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem, and so began the radical mission of 
redeeming not only Galilee and not only Israel, but all of humankind.  And even all of creation. 
 
No one, though, really understood his mission until Paul of Tarsus, years later and once 
removed from Jesus, wrote the first Christian theology in his Letter to the Romans about 55 CE.   
 
So, from about 30 CE until about 55 CE, the followers of Jesus were trying to understand what 
Jesus’ mission really was when he set his face toward Jerusalem and left Galilee.  Today’s 
passage recounts all the different ways people misunderstood.  First, the Samaritan village 
refused to extend hospitality, thinking that Jesus was just another Galilean on his way to 
worship at the temple in Jerusalem, and that meant he was prejudiced against them, for 
Samaritans saw no need for temple worship. James and John, already showing signs of 
becoming too big for their britches, demanded heaven itself rain down fire on these unworthy 
Samaritans.  Jesus silenced them, and the text is so contemptuous of James and John’s demand 
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that it doesn’t even bother to record Jesus’ words. Nope, Jesus was not going to be in the 
business of solving intra-Jewish conflicts.  The Samaritans, one can imagine, were pleased and 
the disciples were angry, while Jesus, with his face set toward Jerusalem, didn’t have time to 
care. 
 
What Luke now records are short encounters between Jesus and local followers while Jesus 
travels south, and the general tenor of the exchanges are the same; these local followers want 
to hold on to their ordinary lives, to the attachments and relationships they know and around 
which they define themselves. And Jesus will have none of it.   
 
To the man who claimed to want to follow, Jesus described the uncharted nature of the 
journey.  Strike him off.  Another asked to wait around until his father died, that is, to wait until 
he could fulfill the obligations of a dutiful son by putting family first.  Jesus’ reply was especially 
cutting: let the dead bury the dead.  Strike him off.  The last anonymous follower requested to 
say good-bye to his family, probably a long good-bye, and he showed how wedded he was to 
his present life.  Jesus was again curt.  Strike him off. 
 
And our passage ends.  So much for the Jesus of conventional family values; so much for the 
image of a meek and mild Jesus.  For the rest of the gospel of Luke, Jesus took time to teach but 
he was constantly moving south toward Jerusalem, toward his reckoning with heaven and 
earth.  Only in retrospect will his disciples understand; only in retrospect will they see that they 
had been living with otherworldly greatness and even divinity. Only in retrospect will they see 
that they actually were, in Robert Frost’s words, possessing what they still were unpossessed 
by.  
 
We are in the same place as the disciples and we will only understand what is important around 
us in retrospect.  We, like them, might think we understand what is going on, but we seldom 
do.   
 
The truth of our ignorance fills the historical record.  For example, Jacques Cartier in 1535 
reported back to France that the riches of China lay just past the oversized rapids on the St. 
Lawrence River, rapids that he named Lachine—French for China.  A hundred years later, the 
voyageur Jean Nicolet paddled his birch bark canoe to the western side of Lake Michigan, the 
first European in the area.  He paddled into a large bay—now known as Green Bay—and tried 
to dress like a local, in a Chinese robe decorated with colorful flowers and birds.  He was 
convinced he had found the passage to the east that Columbus had sought 150 years earlier. 
Boy, was he wrong.  Today there is a statue of Jean Nicolet in his coat of many colors in Green 
Bay, just north of Lambeau Field and 7000 miles from Shanghai.  They thought they were 
possessing the lands of the east for France, but what was really happening was that a process 
had begun in which the land would possess them, and their descendants would be transformed 
by the land and become North Americans.  This unanticipated transformation is what Robert 
Frost described in our poem this morning. 
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And this kind of transformation was about to happen to Jesus’ followers as they left Galilee 
behind and sailed into the new uncharted world navigated by Jesus.  If you will allow me to 
rewrite the Frost poem, imagine with me that we are with the apostle Peter in a jail cell around 
64 CE, over 30 years after he left Galilee with Jesus, and musing about what had happened 
since, he wrote: 
 
The Kingdom of God was ours before we were the Kingdom’s. 
She was our Kingdom more than thirty years 
Before we were her people. This Kingdom was ours 
In Galilee, in Samaria, 
But we were Jerusalem’s, still Abraham’s, 
Possessing what we still were unpossessed by, 
Possessed by what we now no more possessed. 
Something we found it was ourselves 
We were withholding from our call to a new living 
And forthwith found salvation in surrender. 
 
My apologies to Robert Frost, but he was writing about the Christian life, whether he knew it or 
not. 
 
Friends, if you want to participate in God’s new world breaking into our old tired one, you will 
have to surrender your attachment to the immediate and to the conceit that you know what is 
going on.  You will have to learn to follow in faith, trusting the Jesus who still sets his face 
toward Jerusalem, and who promises that he is preparing a mansion for you, even though it is a 
sight unseen.  
 
As an individual, be alert to how the Kingdom of God is breaking into your life, calling you to 
things you have not yet considered.  About ten years ago, I fell asleep standing up in a crowded 
London underground train, going home after a long day.  I began to dream, and in my dream, I 
remember saying, “I used to be a college professor.”  At that, I snapped awake with alarm, for I 
was over-invested in my identity as a college professor.  But I couldn’t forget that London 
underground dream and it implanted in me the courage to attempt new things.  That 
experience helped me move to Buffalo, to come to Westminster, and finally to get involved in 
the higher education of new Americans and refugees.  I would not be speaking here today if I 
had not been disturbed by that dream on the London underground to consider new horizons.  
Ten years ago, like the disciples who were following Jesus up in Galilee, I could never have 
imagined that my life would be what it is today.  With Peter, James and John, I can testify that 
giving myself outright to that man who set his face toward Jerusalem has made all the 
difference. Try it. 
 
As a church, we need to be attentive to how the Kingdom of God is breaking into our life 
together, calling us to things we cannot yet imagine.  I think of this building as a ship in which 
we journey together into the future.  We are in the cargo hold right now, above us is the 
decking and the steeple is the prow.  In the safety of this ship we journey beyond the horizon 
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into the uncharted waters of the Kingdom of God, taking us further and further away from the 
comfortable shore. To survive, we will need to be attentive to the new seas into which the Pilot 
steers the ship, even willing to sail using new methods and techniques.  We are preparing for 
this journey right now by putting our aging ship into dry docks for repairs: the hull, the deck, 
the prow—all are being made seaworthy.  Investing in this work is an act of faith that Jesus will 
guide us into the future, and an act of commitment that we will journey with Jesus into the 
unknown.  We can either head for the lifeboats or trust him to take us safely to the new 
Jerusalem. What will life be like on the Good Ship Westminster? I don’t know, and I don’t need 
to know, but it will be different.  I suspect much will change in how we envision the 
Westminster community, how we use this building, how we embody the concept of the people 
of God.  Every institution in our society is being disrupted, and disruption should not scare 
followers of Jesus, for he was the greatest disruptor of all. 
 
When Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem, he set in motion a new idea for the human 
community, one that included all people as equal children of God and one in which his 
followers were asked to change their lives and societies in the light of increasing understanding 
of his words and deeds.  We are closer to his ideal kingdom now than we have ever been, but 
we still aren’t close enough.  Jesus still asks, “Follow me.” 
 
Amen 


