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Today we begin the section from Luke’s Gospel that we call the travel narrative.  The lectionary 

offers portions of this section over the next four months (Luke 9.51- 19.27).  There is a clear 

sense of being on the journey with Jesus toward Jerusalem, but there is no way we can 

reconstruct the travel itinerary.  Within this section Luke uses metaphorical language (“Let the 

dead bury their own dead.”) and also sharply confronts the family-oriented social system of the 

Jewish world with the nature of true discipleship.   

 

Luke enjoys using parallel structures.  In the reading for today Jesus is rejected by the 

Samaritans.  Jesus was rejected in 4.16-30 by Nazareth.  When Jesus is rejected in Nazareth he 

begins a new ministry in Galilee.  If you are not a first time reader of this story then you also 

know that there will be two positive encounters with Samaritans (Luke 10.29-37; 17.11-19) and 

additional mission work with Samaritans in Acts (1.8; 8.5-25).   

 

I remind you of the historical basis for the conflict between the Samaritans and the Jews.  As 

Christians, we have heard the Jewish version of the story and have been prejudiced against the 

Samaritans.  As with all long standing family feuds, we have lost the subtleties of this one in the 

mists of history.  We do know the origin of the conflict.  During the eighth century B.C., the 

Assyrians conquered Israel and exiled the inhabitants.  Obviously, not all of the inhabitants were 

exiled.  Some of those who were allowed to remain became known as the Samaritans.  The 

conflict centers around who stayed loyal to the old ways: the Jews claim that even though exiled, 

they remained loyal by accepting God’s judgment against them and that the Samaritans were 

unfaithful – consorting with their pagan captors and being corrupted in both ethics and religious 

practice. The Samaritans claim to have maintained the worship of God in the land of Israel and 

that the exiled Israelites were corrupted in the pagan land. 

 

Traveling from Galilee to Jerusalem, according to the map, would be more direct if one goes 

through Samaria.  However, due to the long-standing conflict, few Jews chose this route.  As we 

read Luke, we have a foreshadowing of what is going to happen in the early church.  According 

to Acts, there is mission and ministry with the Samaritans and other Gentiles. 

 

The request of James and John, the sons of thunder (v. 54), is reminiscent of the prophet Elijah 

(2 Kings 1.1-12) against the pagan Baal prophets.  Jesus, however, seems to be heeding his own 

instructions.  Jesus knows that judgment is real, but it belongs to God and happens according to 

God’s timetable. 

 

A significant shift seems to occur in the second part of this lection.  Gone are the simpler days 

when disciples were invited to follow Jesus and they dropped everything to follow him.  Here we 

see that it costs something to follow Jesus.  Indeed, the cost for some may be too high.  The first 

would-be disciple exemplifies the homeless nature of discipleship; the lack of security associated 

with following Jesus.  The second inquirer wants to delay following Jesus and for a legitimate 



reason: burying one’s parents was such a solemn obligation that even priests were obliged to 

incur the ritual impurity brought on by contact with a corpse.  The third would-be follower asks 

to delay just long enough to say good-bye to his family.  This may also be a reference to the 

prophet Elijah (1 Kings 19.19-21) when he grants Elisha permission to take leave of his family 

before taking up his prophetic ministry.  Jesus rejects this request and by doing so says to all 

would-be disciples that we are either with him 100 % or we are against him (11.23).  I think that 

it is possible that the pressure to compromise discipleship with divided loyalties is even greater 

today than in the first century.   

 

The reasons for the would-be disciples to delay following Jesus are underscored by the 

legitimacy of their reasons.  These are not frivolous excuses.  They are not the worst or lowest 

reasons to delay, rather they are the best and the highest of social loyalties. 

 

As the travel narrative begins, we see the beginning of the theme of the divine plan: Jesus must 

go to Jerusalem and nothing on this earth can alter his course. 
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