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All 

13th Sunday after Pentecost C, 9/4/22 

It’s not a difficult concept: “All.” Every bit, every drop, every dollop, every one – 

big ones, little ones, even the in-between ones. All of them. “All.” The concept is 

used in advertising all the time – and look at that: I just used it myself there. “All” 

and a concept doesn’t have to use the word: take: “Good till the last drop” and “Just 

do it.” Of course, it often does so; take: “All the News that’s Fit to Print.” “Be All 

that You Can Be.” “For everything else there’s Mastercard.”  

“All,” he said. “None of you can become my disciple unless you give up all your 

possessions.” When you add to that a dictum from the end of Matthew, “Go, 

therefore, and make disciples of all the nations” and a fairly well-known passage from 

Acts: “Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and 

no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was 

held in common,” (4:32) it would take a least a Master’s Degree in Divinity to be 

able to miss the point: Jesus’s early followers gave up all they had and shared it 

amongst themselves and with anyone in need, and those who follow him in these 

latter days might want to think carefully about what that means for them.  

I have observed that even the most literal-minded readers of Scripture never read 

these verses as though they applied to them personally, certainly not in this country, 

those elsewhere and elsewise others have tried. Most of our monastic orders, for 

example, especially the older ones, really did try to live this way, only to realize that 

having the collective hold in common what each had once owned simply moved 

things up the food chain. With each member vowing poverty and to live in a manner 

so as not to produce heirs, it soon became the institution, not the individual, that had 

wealth, and could do with it whatever those who controlled that institution wanted. 

‘Control the purse, control the palace’ soon became the watchword, as the institution 
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competed with, where it did not become, the empire Jesus had so hoped, and even 

wept, that it never would be.  

So we take a step back, not in shame that we do not live that way, or in the false 

humility that thinks we should, if only we could, but to think through why Jesus is 

speaking this way. His followers understood what his predecessors also understood: 

that the love of money is root of all evil, and that spending one’s time chasing or 

serving the rich man’s gold makes a person neither healthy, wealthy, nor wise. He 

said elsewhere, “One cannot serve both God and money” and he meant that, too. 

But what we need to understand is what, exactly, he means here. 

Remember what I said last time: Jesus is on stage here, speaking as one who performs 

before a crowd that expects to be instructed, entertained, challenged, and inspired all 

at once. (One sympathizes.) If he goes over the top sometimes, says things that sound 

crazy or impossible or contradictory, that’s all part of the show. They expect him to, 

and he does not fail to meet their expectations. He gets to this claim that no-one can 

follow him who does not give up all by way of one commercial and one military 

metaphor. Don’t start a project you don’t have the money to finish – and don’t start 

a war you don’t have the troops to win with. Now, the people at the top of those 

metaphors clearly did not give up everything to join whatever it was they joined or 

do whatever it was they had planned. Far from it. They were chid for not getting 

into their own hands the amount of money or number of soldiers they needed to get 

the job done. Why do those parables lead Jesus to the conclusion that everyone has 

to give up everything – and not to him, btw. – if they are to become his disciples? 

I think mostly it is to make sure that they have no distractions, no barriers in their 

commitment to him or in their loyalty to him. The metaphors of the tower builder 

and the warrior king suggest that Jesus as the gospels present him sees his followers as 

resources to be used to help him get something done – and he needs those resources 

to be secure. That’s why he goes over the top and tells them that they have to hate 
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their father and mother if they’re going to follow him. It’s why they tell him that 

they have to bear the cross (or their cross) as well. Like Simon of Cyrene, who later 

bears the actual cross and actually follows him to the place where he’ll be killed, they 

have to do what he can’t to make sure that he gets done what he set out to do 

These are extreme things to ask of people, and he knows it. The shock is part of the 

point. The things he says are not easy to hear or to do, and are not meant to be. I’m 

not entirely sure that they’d even be good for us to do or that he means us to do 

them literally. Did he really mean, to take a similar passage, that we should cut off 

our hand or poke out our own eye if it causes us to sin? One hopes not, but even if 

he did, and especially if he did, it behooves us to take it step by step, and think it 

through very carefully. He was human, after all, and even when it comes to Jesus we 

must remember: to err is human, and to forgive divine.  

So, carefully on the “hate” point: I’ve never known hatred for a parent to do a person 

good, even if the parent behaved hatefully, even criminally, towards them as an adult 

or as a child. Hate is an emotionally expensive way to defend oneself from further 

hurt and harm. It’s much better to detach from the person and the situation physically 

and emotionally, and get to a place where one can be indifferent to them; that way 

far less madness lies. It behooves us, also, to forgive even when the offender has not 

shown remorse, and thereby free ourselves from the burden of carrying their wrong 

along with our pain. (I confess that find this hard to do, but it sure beats poking out 

an eye.)  

Still going carefully: somewhere between hate, forgiveness, and indifference comes 

disgust. That is what I’ve always heard him to mean by “hate” in the passage in 

question. One should be appalled, he seems to say, at the vanity, weakness, mendacity 

and limitations of those who raised us as infants and put up with us as tweens and 

teens. One imagines that the look on his face, and what he hoped to see in his 

disciples’ faces, was something like look that a good many people who grew up in 
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Germany in the 1950s or 1960s wore when they asked their parents, “So, what did 

you do during the war?” 

It's the same look I fear I’ll see in my children’s and grandchildren’s eyes when they 

ask me, in years to come, “So, what did you do about climate change, wealth 

inequality, and the resurgence of populism, fascism, anti-intellectualism, and hate?” 

“All I could think of,” is what I’ll likely say, or if I’m more honest, “The best I could, 

all things considered,” or “All words could, and still survive and live with myself,” 

and hear again the appeal in Jesus’s vision that those who follow him have nothing 

to their name but the cross on their back, which they bear because he said they had 

to, for him.  

“All” – there’s that word again. Did I give up all my possessions to solve those 

problems, or even help solve those problems? No. Did anyone? A few. Did it help? 

A little. Would it have been better had we all done so?  I don’t know. Did I give up 

all I had or ever would have to follow Jesus as he told a hungry and demanding crowd 

his followers had to? No, in the sense of vowing poverty and risking hunger, though 

it may well be God’s will and pleasure that I take to eating less and shrinking more. 

Yes, in the sense of hearing the call to serve as I do, standing here and standing there, 

trying to help keep this a safe and vibrant place in which to serve the living God and 

embody what it means to love our neighbors as ourselves, treat one another in that 

spirit, and equally well. I pray that doing so helps others do so, that the promises 

made at the end of Deuteronomy to the people about to invade Canaan and turn it 

into Israel might come true. Those are that if we love God and love one another as 

God commands, it shall go well with us in this place. We shall feel in our hearts and 

in our community the peace of God – which, if we think about it, is all we need. 

“All” – that word, again. We’re all called to this, even if we’re not all called to be 

pastors, priests, and teachers, and we’ve been called to do it here. We may have not 
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gotten as attached to place and people as Paul apparently did, as he notes in his letter 

to Philemon, to “my child, Onesimus, whose father [he] became during ‘[his] 

imprisonment.” But there is a good lesson in this story nonetheless. Paul had grown 

rather fond of the young man while in prison – how Onesimus got there, we do not 

know – and thought of him like a son. These things happen; young men seeking 

charisma, and old men seeking companions, do tend to find what they seek, plus 

someone had to get the prisoner food and see to his letters and scrolls. Maybe it was 

as simple as that. Perhaps aged political prisoners who’ve made a fatal, he would soon 

learn, appeal to the emperor get a pass for this sort of thing, out of kindness or even 

shame. Make of it what we will, but though he was drawn to this young man and 

wanted him to say, for some reason Paul felt obliged to send him back to Philemon. 

Was that his owner, his mentor, his father, his...add your own euphemism if you 

wish. The point is that Paul wanted him treated well, and would clear his debts if he 

had to, make Philemon whole for whatever it was Onesimus stole or ‘borrowed’ on 

his way out of town. It was the love he shared for both of them that made him ask, 

and the love they shared for Christ and in Christ that gave him the grace and the 

courage to do so. They were what all good Christians should be:  a little less than kin 

but more than kind – and they were literally forgiving one another’s debts and each 

forgave his debtor. They may not be giving all, but they were giving enough. Their 

“all” they gave in living in a new way, the way Jesus meant at his best: loving one 

another as he loved them. They knew as he knew, and as we know, if we think about 

it: it’s all or nothing. You simply can’t do that by halves. Amen. 
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