September 9, 2007
Jeremiah 18:1-11; Luke 14:25-33
Sermon: “How Much Is That Building Going to Cost?” Bob Jack

Text:“ For which of you..does not

cost ?”

It has been said that we live in a time of easy religion and
cheap grace, where the spirituality many people strive for is a mile
wide, but only an inch deep. We’ve seen the self-lessreligion of a
Mother Teresa or a Billy Graham subverted by the utterly selfish
antics of a Jimmy Swaggart or a Jim Bakker. I’m afraid the “cult of
self” has captivated the American church, and Jesus has been
kicked to the curb.

There’s a funny book that came out a few years ago by
Thomas Day titled Wh'y Cat hol i.ttsouldGaeasilytoe
titled why Presbyterians or Methodists or Lutherans can’t sing. But
that’s beside the point: Day is Roman Catholic and he’s writing
about his church. It has to do with the total collapse of the vast
Christian worship tradition into the tiny framework of the self. In

his book, Day describes a man named Father Hage, a priest who
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wears multicolored vestments under a butterfly chasuble. His
favorite new liturgical gesture is to lift his hands up above his head
as if he’s superman about to take off.

If you ask Father Hage, “What is the meaning of this
gesture?”” he’ll tell you, “It expresses my joy in worship!”

On the other hand, if you ask Father Hage’s friends what this
gesture means, they’ll tell you it expresses his joy in being Father
Hage.

The “cult of self” in our society has produced a religion that
costs us nothing and demands even less. A mile wide and an inch
deep.

Now, in today’s Scripture, Luke reminds us that great crowds
were following Jesus. Multitudes. By any standard of
measurement, Jesus is a screaming success. But what does he say
to those adoring multitudes who were hanging on to his every
word? He tells them that no king would ever dare go off to war

without first sitting down and considering whether he has the



troops and the weapons to do the job. Otherwise, he would be
advised to go and sue his opponent for terms of peace.

In the same way, Jesus says, a contractor would look like a
fool if he began a building project without first counting his bricks
and mortar, his lumber and nails, verifying the reliability of his
subs, and so on. Otherwise, when he gets in the middle of
construction he may run out of building materials, and look
ridiculous in front of his peers. Count the cost.

Yet, this seems to be a very difficult lesson for the church to
learn these days. | mean, if you listen to some advocates of the so-
called “church growth movement” the trend seems to be to create
“user-friendly churches” at all costs, churches that are accessible to
anybody under any circumstances.

In the user-friendly church you’re supposed to be able to
walk in off the street and immediately get the point. In the user-
friendly church all of the hymns are supposed to be simple and

catchy and uncomplicated by theology — as easy to remember as



advertising jingles. All the sermons ought to be brief and to the
point. “No time to waste, preacher; you know we’re busy people!
Just cut to the chase. Give us something that anyone can
understand regardless of our religious background or experience.”
Everything in the user-friendly church is offered without cost or
effort.

| told this story once before, but it bears repeating: One of the
things we started doing awhile back, for visitors to our church, was
to send a response sheet along with a letter of welcome after their
first visit with us. On the response sheet, | ask them to tell us what
they liked and didn’t like about worshipping at Pleasant Hill. One
of these response sheets caught my attention, especially. It said, “I
didn’t like the sermon . . . the sermon was confusing.”

So, armed with all good intentions and plenty of Christian
charity, I went to meet with the authors of that letter: a young
couple with young children, recently moved to our community.

After the appropriate niceties were exchanged, | got to the heart of



my visit. What was it, | asked, that you found so confusing about
my sermon?

“You preach too much from the Bible. For those of us who
don’t know the Bible, it gets confusing. You need to lighten up.”

And if you look around, folks, at the churches that are
growing, many of them are the user-friendly types that offer
“worship-lite” and “Theology-liter” formats. Those churches do
seem to grow. Great crowds are attracted to them. But in our
Gospel lesson, these great crowds seem to Jesus to be more of a
problem than a sign of success. His sermon to the crowds that day
sounds almost insulting, because after all, they came in great
numbers just to hear him. Just to hear...him! And he doesn’t seem
to care. He tells them that there is a cost, there is a greatcost, in
being his disciples. And many of them leave for good because he
urges them to count the cost, first, before they sign up for service.

We try to say this same thing at Pleasant Hill. We try to do

this. We tell people that although it doesn’t take much to join our



church -- a transfer of membership by letter, a profession of faith --
it does cost a lot to belong to this church: Attending a new
members class, joining a Sunday School Class, coming regularly to
worship, supporting its mission through your tithes and offerings,
serving the church through any number of mission opportunities
we sponsor, and so on. Sometimes | think we do a poor job at
getting this point across, but most of the time I’'m proud of what
our church has done in moments of personal need, or community
emergencies, or in the many, many ordinary and unglamorous
ways in which we seek to carry out the mission of Jesus Christ.

None of these things are particularly attractive or appealing
to those people who come to church seeking easyreligion, or who
want to be impressed by the latest fads in worship. Jesus says,
“Look, get excited about your faith, by all means. After all, this is
goodnews I’'m giving you. But don’t forget, if you want to follow
me, you’ve got to count the cost.”

You’ve got to count the cost!



You may have been born in to the church and raised a
Christian all your life. Or you may have been saved at a revival
meeting after a lifetime of religious confusion, or maybe you got
born again at a Billy Graham Crusade in a wonderful mountaintop
spiritual high. It doesn’t matter so much how you got here, my
friend, as does the question “What are you gonna do with your
faith now that you’ve got here?”” Have you counted the cost?

A few years ago, Robert Fulghum wrote a runaway best-
seller titled Everything | Needed to Know, Learned in
Kindergarten.The book sold well, I’'m sure, because it did actually
contain some good advice. But the really appealing thing was the
title. Wouldn’t it be good if everything we really needed to know
in life could be received without cost or effort, just like it was back
in kindergarten?

What if all we really had to do when we got into trouble was

to push the “Easy Button” — and everything would turn out fine?



In our better moments, we know this is a lie. The hard words
of Jesus, harsh and tough though they may be, urging us to count
the cost, to pay our dues, to give away our possessions — they’re
the truth. And we know it! They’re the true words of life.

Which leads me to a new insight concerning this morning’s
gospel lesson. Y’see, not only is there a cost to everything that is
important in this life, and you and | ought to count the cost,
beforehand. But also this: You are eager to pay the price.

See, I think you’re looking for something worth giving your
life to. Maybe that’s the reason why you’re here this morning.
You’re willing, even eager for something so large, so true and so
demanding, that there is a cost to pay. In fact, I'm betting on it,
otherwise when Jesus spoke he was just spitting in the wind.

Contrary to what the young man said about his confusion
with the Bible and with biblical preaching, I’'m betting that most of

you want to get serious about studying the Bible, and if given the



opportunity, would seek to further your knowledge and
comprehension of biblical truth.

| know this because I’ve experienced it in teaching the Bible
to you over these last many years. Especially, the four times I’ve
taught the Kerygma course. Kerygmais an in-depth, 36 week
course that aims at serious Bible study and serious Bible
knowledge. Thousands of churches have used it, and to great
effect. And now, Nancy has been teaching Disciple which is a
successor program to Kerygma but a little more (huh-huh) “user-
friendly.” Don’t ever let it be said that this church has not offered
you the resources for spiritual growth. If you think that, you simply
haven’t taken advantage of what is being offered.

I’ve come to the conclusion, through my teaching of the
Bible and with other teaching experiences, that we in the church
have made a grave mistake. Too often we pitch everything to the

lowest common denominator. We put everything on the bottom



shelf. We aim low and — guess what? — we hit the target every
time.

Maybe that suits the majority of people, the crowds. But not
everybody. There are some people (and maybe some of those
people are you) for whom life seems so confusing, so perplexing,
the questions so unanswerable, that you know in your heart of
hearts if there is anything that can speak to you, anything that can
make a difference in your life, anything that’s good and right and
true, it won’t come easily. It won’t be “three simple steps to
success” without a cost. It won’t be some simple slogan that you
can put on a bumper sticker. It won’t come cheap.

It will be something that demands everything of you. You’ll
have to give everything. You’ll have to change in order to get
better. There’s a cost to everything important in life. So let’s not
make our Christian discipleship something trivial or unimportant or
easy. Life is not that way. Your life is not that way. And the cross

of Jesus Christ is not that way either. The thing that I’ve learned in
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living among you as your pastor and in meditating on this passage,
and others like it, is that you are eager to pay the pricd.believe
that with all my heart.

One of the most intense issues facing our church has to do
with a proposed new curriculum on human sexuality. The problem
with this curriculum is that it too easily adopts the standards of the
world when it speaks about sexual activity. Many of the authors of
this curriculum grew up, as | did, during the turbulent sixties and
seventies, when traditional ethics were scuttled and replaced with
the motto: “If it feels good, do it!” And the curriculum reflects
much of this same permissive attitude.

For once, it was the youth who called the General Assembly
back to its biblical roots. Back to the Bible. One by one, youth
advisory delegates rose from their seats to microphones and told
their elders that they were tired of being advised to practice “safe
sex” and “responsible” sex. They wanted, instead, a clear message

from the church of the biblical standards for human sexuality. And
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after vigorous debate, the youth carried the day at General
Assembly.

Friends, people these days are hungry to give their lives to
something more important than just themselves. It’s a fact of life,
not only that everything important costs us something, but that, in
our better moments, we are even eager to pay the price.

And so I ask you, do you believe that Jesus’ tough words are
good news or bad news? | started out thinking they were bad news.
Tough words and bad news. But maybe, in your life and in mine,
these tough words are good news. Jesus asks us to be willing to
pay the price. And I think, in our better moments, you and | are just

dying to pay the price, too.
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