The Journey of Following Christ
Luke 9:51-62

Last week, I attended the New England Annual Conference. It’s a yearly gathering where pastors and church
representatives from across our region come together to worship, have important conversations, and make decisions for
the life of the church. The schedule was intense—starting at 7 a.m. and ending around 9:30 p.m. for three days straight.
There were moments when I thought, Do we really need to go this far?

One of the final items on the agenda was a proposal to stop using disposable water bottles at our conference events—to
care for creation and encourage reusable bottles instead. Sounds simple, right? But—maybe this is just a Methodist
thing—we spent over 40 minutes discussing whether a couple of words in the proposal should be changed. It was a little
frustrating at times. But even in that long conversation, I sensed something meaningful. People were trying to listen, to
understand one another, and to make faithful choices.

And when I step back, I realize: that’s what holy conferencing is. It’s not just a meeting—it’s part of what it
means to follow Jesus. To live in community. To walk the path Christ shows us, even when it’s not easy or efficient. And
that’s exactly what today’s Scripture invites us to reflect on: what it really means to follow Jesus.

The Journey of Following Jesus

As Christians, we are people who confess Jesus as our Lord and seek to follow His way. But what does that really
look like? Let me ask you: Are you followers of Jesus? Most of us would respond with a heartfelt, “Amen!” And that’s a
good start—but it’s not enough. You see, the phrase “following Jesus” is often symbolic. We use it in church all the time,
but it doesn’t always mean the same thing to everyone. Some have followed Jesus by risking their lives to share the
gospel. Some stood firm in their faith, even when facing death in Roman arenas. Others followed Jesus into cities plagued
by disease, offering care and compassion until they themselves died. But others have also claimed to follow Jesus while
launching Crusades, killing Muslims, or plundering the Incan Empire. These people, too, said they were followers of
Jesus.

So the same confession—"I am a follower of Jesus"—can look radically different depending on how it’s lived.
That’s why we can’t stop at the words. We need to go further. We must ask: What does it truly mean to follow Jesus? And
then live into that answer.

In our world today, where social media shapes much of our language, the word “follow” has been watered down.
To follow someone now just means clicking a button so their posts show up in your feed. If you don’t like what you see,
you simply click again to unfollow. In that kind of world, it’s easy to forget: Being a follower of Jesus is not a spectator
sport. It’s not about scrolling through someone else’s story. It costs something. It requires something. So what does it
mean to be a follower of Jesus? At the heart of it, it means stepping beyond the narrow worlds we’ve built for ourselves
and walking in the radical love and inclusive life that Jesus shows us.

We live in a time of deep division. It’s not just political. We hear the sounds of war around the world. And sadly,
the country we live in is often at the center of those conflicts. When someone thinks differently from us—or threatens our
way of life—our first reaction might be to shut them out, or worse, shut them down. Maybe that’s just human instinct. But
even Jesus’ disciples struggled with that.

As Jesus was on His way to Jerusalem, He entered a Samaritan village. But the people there refused to welcome
Him—simply because He was heading to Jerusalem. As many of you may know, Jews and Samaritans had a long and
bitter history. The Jewish people considered Samaritans impure, heretical, not fully Jewish. The Samaritans, in turn,
deeply resented that rejection. There was a long-standing and painful divide between the two. So when Jesus arrived in
that village and they turned Him away, how did James and John respond? They said, “Lord, do you want us to call down
fire from heaven and destroy them?”” In modern language: “Lord, should we just wipe them out?”” That reaction doesn’t
sound so unfamiliar, does it?

We live in a time when people who think differently from us are quickly labeled as enemies—people to be
silenced, canceled, or even erased. And let’s be honest, even Christians aren’t always free from the temptation to use
power, anger, or fear to shut others down. Think about the recent political assassination attempt in Minnesota. The person
responsible claimed to be a Christian—ran a Christian nonprofit—was even called "Reverend." Or think back to the
January 6 Capitol riot. Many who stormed the building carried crosses, waved Christian flags, and prayed loudly in Jesus’
name—while attacking police officers and breaking into the halls of government. You can almost hear James and John in
the background: “Shall we call down fire from heaven and destroy them?”

But Scripture tells us Jesus rebuked them. And in some ancient manuscripts, it says He added, “You do not know
what kind of spirit you are of. For the Son of Man did not come to destroy lives but to save them.”

Jesus makes it clear—His way is not the way of hate or destruction. He came to save lives, not to take them.
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To follow Jesus means using whatever power or influence we have—not to dominate or retaliate—but to heal, to protect,
to build peace.

That’s not easy. Especially in a world that worships “peace through strength” or even “peace through violence.”
In a country like ours, with unmatched military power, that temptation is always present.

After a recent U.S. strike on Iranian nuclear facilities, Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu said, “This bold decision by
America to strike with awe-inspiring and righteous force will change history.”

But the way of Jesus is different. It’s not about awe-inspiring force. It’s about awe-inspiring love. It’s about
welcome. It’s about humility. It’s not about silencing those who think differently. It’s about stepping closer. Having the
hard conversation. Practicing compassion. Doing the slow, difficult work of peace.

So let us guard our hearts from the lie of “peace through power.” And let us show the world what peace through Jesus’
love really looks like.

Don’t Look Back — The Work Is Ahead

The path of following Jesus is the way of the cross. It’s the path of self-emptying, of service, of love. And
throughout history, it’s been walked by people who refused to look back. This year marks the 140th anniversary of the
Methodist Church’s mission to Korea. It began with missionaries like Henry Appenzeller and Mary Scranton. Mary was
51 years old when she was commissioned as a missionary. She arrived in Korea in 1885 with her son, Dr. William
Scranton.

Mary had a heart for Korean women and children. She founded Ewha Hakdang—the first school for girls in
Korea—and helped establish Korea’s first women’s hospital, Bogu Yeogwan. But it wasn’t easy. Many parents refused to
send their daughters because of rumors that missionaries were kidnapping children.

Her first student was the daughter of a woman her son had saved during a typhus outbreak. Her second student was a
young orphan. But Mary didn’t give up. She kept walking the path Jesus showed her.

Back in 1886 Korea, “Women were not even recognized with their own names—only as someone’s daughter,
sister, or mother.” Mary saw this, and she gave her students names. To name someone is to honor their dignity. To
say: You matter. You are fully human. The girls who received names and education at Ewha went on to become leaders in
Korean society. They changed the nation.

Here’s something you might not know: the Methodist Church in the U.S. began ordaining women in 1956. The
Korean Methodist Church? In 1931. In a society where gender discrimination was even more intense, Korea ordained
women pastors 25 years before the U.S. Why? Because women like Mary Scranton walked the path of Jesus—and didn’t
look back. Through their faithfulness, the kingdom of God broke in.

Today, 140 years later, we’re sitting here together because of their obedience and love. And now, the fruit of that
mission has come full circle. Of the roughly 100 full elder clergy in the New England Annual Conference, nearly 40 are
Korean American. The seeds missionaries planted in Korea are now bearing fruit—blessing the American church in a
time of struggle. When we follow Jesus, we don’t always see the results right away. Sometimes we may never see them in
our lifetime. But God never wastes the seeds we plant in faith, with tears and prayer.

So let us take heart and keep walking. Jesus said, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for
the kingdom of God.” So don’t look back. The work is ahead. Let’s walk together—on the road of love, of service, of
welcome. It won’t always be easy. But it is the most blessed road we can take. May we be a community that encourages
one another and walks this journey side by side.
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