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"Keep your hand on that plow, hold on!"

Here in Luke's gospel, we have Jesus who has, "set his face to go to Jerusalem."  That is, he has
set his mind, he has made his decision, he has now completely and steadfastly committed himself, to go
to Jerusalem and do what he knows he must do there.  

Some people have an understanding that Jesus had a foreknowledge of things.  That he could
know the future because he was God.  And so, he knew everything that was going to happen to him there.  
For me, Jesus was a real human being, not capable of knowing the future, not gifted with divine
omniscience to know all things.  Yet, the scriptures tell us that he told his disciples what would soon
occur on numerous occasions.  He tried to warn them of the things that lay ahead.

It seems, he had patterned his life upon the figure that we find in our Old Testament, that he would
have known very well from his own scriptures, from the book of Isaiah.  The figure of the suffering
servant.  The one who gives of himself, who suffers for the sake of bringing God's teaching and restoring
God's justice to the nations.  

Jesus has finished his Galilean ministry, has done the work, the healings, gave the  teachings that
he had to give, to lay the foundation of his movement.  He has climbed the mountain with 3 of his closest
disciples and became transfigured before them, appearing with the iconic figures of Israel's history,
Moses and Elijah.  And now he knows there is one thing left to do.  The hardest part of his journey.  He
knows that like the suffering servant of Isaiah, he must give of himself, suffer and die at the hands of
others, and that this will all happen in Jerusalem.  

Can you imagine the struggle he must have had to make that decision?  Can you imagine the
torment he must have experienced in coming to this place, this point in time?  He would now seek to
fulfill what Isaiah wrote about the suffering servant:  "For the Lord God helps me; therefore I have not
been confounded; therefore I have set my face like a flint, and I know that I shall not be put to shame; he
who vindicates me is near." (Is. 50:7-8a).  After years of work and preparation, he is ready, and he will
not turn back.  He has set his face.

Now, the strange and seemingly rude responses he gives to those who have sought to follow him,
in the next few verses, have always been a bit confusing to me.  One says he will follow, but must first go
and bury his father, not an unusual request, but Jesus' response is, "Let the dead bury their own dead; but
as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God!"  Another says he will follow but first wants to say
farewell to his family, again, you wouldn't think that was asking too much, but to this Jesus says, "no one
who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God."  His answers are
uncompromising, inflexible, adamant, just as he has become for himself.  But understanding what Jesus
was going through at this point in his life, we can better understand why he was now responding this way. 
One must be totally committed, totally in, 100%, if one seeks to be within the kingdom, the realm of God.

In our own day, it is difficult to keep the Christian faith.  That is, to truly follow the one who gave
of himself, was willing to suffer and die for the sake of others.  It is difficult, it is tiring, to be totally
committed, to keep the work and mission of God in front of us all the time, and to not look back.  To keep
from becoming discouraged, disheartened, despairing of the challenges that continue to loom before us.



That's a pretty tough row to hoe, as they say, and few of us are able to constantly be giving of
ourselves in the way of Christ, all the time.  But it is our calling.  To keep to the work of ending injustice,
of lifting those who are oppressed, of giving life and another chance to the downtrodden, of bringing the
rights and privileges that all human beings deserve to all human beings.  To keep that as our focal point
and not be distracted or dissuaded or kept in any way from aiming for that goal.  That is our calling.

When I read this passage from Luke this week, I was reminded of a song.  It is called "Morning
Train"  and it was sung by Peter, Paul and Mary back in the 60s.  It is based on an old spiritual that talks
about catching the morning train to the freedom land.  It is a clear reference to those slaves bound to
plantations in the American south, who would have made the decision to finally, take the risk, at the cost
of punishment, whippings, perhaps even death, to run, to escape their slavery by way of the Underground
Railroad, and find freedom in the north.  There is a reference in the song about putting your hand to the
plow and holding on.  It is clearly a reference to this passage of scripture, that tells us that those people
knew the struggle and the commitment that Jesus needed and that they, like him, needed to make it to
freedom.  

That image of keeping one's hand to the plow and not looking back is a powerful one.  Now days,
when farmers have GPS devices in their tractors, it's not too hard to plow a straight line.  But long ago,
the farmer had to set a stake ahead of him and keep his eye on that stake so that he could keep a straight
line, so that his crop would be planted straight and spaced right and not cut into the other rows.  If one
looked back as they were plowing, they could easily get out of line.  They needed to keep focused on the
goal ahead and not look back.

We too need to keep focused, keep our faces set toward the challenges of our own time, as we
continue to seek to bring freedom and equality and justice to all people, especially in these more and
more turbulent and unsettling times.  May our focus remain on the way of Christ, on having hearts and
minds of compassion and love.  May we be filled with the determination, the commitment, and the Spirit
of Christ, keeping our hands to the plow, and holding on.  

(Sing "Morning Train" with John Cameron)


