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Oh Lord, may your Word only be spoken, and may your Word only be heard. In 
the Name of Jesus Christ, the Living Word. Amen. 

 

Ouch. 

That’s what we said in the Men’s Prayer Group this past Tuesday after reading through the Gospel 
passage appointed for today. It seems pretty harsh. On the face of it, the passage seems to say in plain 
English that unless we hate our own flesh and blood, we are not followers of Jesus. A number of us had a 
very strong reaction to the use of the word ‘hate.’ We wondered, what exactly does Jesus mean by hate? 
Looking at the Greek word under the English, pronounced miSEHoh, only made things worse. The 
literal meaning is to hate, to detest. (https://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/kjv/miseo.html) 

While acknowledging that we often try to make Jesus’ teaching more palatable, it is still important, first 
and foremost, to note that the larger promise of Jesus is blessing and joy. Later in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus 
says, “Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for 
the sake of the kingdom of God who will not get back very much more in this age, and in the age to 
come, eternal life.” (Luke 18.29-30) And in the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “I have come that you may 
have joy, and have it abundantly.” (John 10.10) 

And yet the passage also describes the experience of a good many of the earliest followers of the way, and 
even today. Following Jesus led to division within and among biological kin groups. Jesus’ followers 
literally became a new kind of family. Many were rejected by their biological families because of this new 
allegiance to Jesus. The cost was high. 

And of course, we also know that Jesus frequently uses hyperbole to illustrate his teachings. Eugene 
Peterson’s translation of the Bible, called The Message, brings into focus what Jesus is saying, in a way 
that we modern would-be disciples, rather than his first-century followers, can wrap our heads around. 

Here’s how Peterson renders the passage: “One day, when large groups of people were walking along with 
him, Jesus turned and told them, “Anyone who comes to me but refuses to let go of father, mother, 
spouse, children, brothers, sisters—yes, even one’s own self!—can’t be my disciple.” If we think of “hating” 
as “letting go of,” we begin to get some traction. This reframing helped us in the men’s prayer group. 
And yet it still sets a very high bar for discipleship. 

There are things we need to learn to let go of if we are going to be faithful followers of Jesus, if we want to 
thrive, to have abundant life, to be true to ourselves and to our God. And that can be letting go of 
relationships with those we hold most dear—fathers, mothers, siblings, cousins, friends—as well letting go 
of our attachment to material possessions. 

Some time ago I had a series of very difficult conversations with a family member who did not want me 
to share what I considered to be very important family history with my children. In fact, this person was 
so insistent that I was told, “If you tell your children, I will never speak to you again.” This was a painful 
consequence for me to contemplate. And I was in some anguish about what to do. But I prayed quite a 
bit about it—"Jesus, is this faithful thing to do, or is it just my ego?” I spoke to other Christians whose 
judgment I trusted. I decided I was ready to let go of this relationship, in order to be free from fear and 
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from the burden of keeping secrets. Jesus says in the Gospel of John, “the truth will 
set you free.” (John 8.32) And I decided to tell my children. And then I told this family member that I 
had told my children. As it turned out, in calling their bluff, I learned that our relationship was pretty 
important to them, too. But I had come to a place, with God’s grace, that I could let go of that 
relationship for the sake of being faithful to what I believed was God’s will.  

In reflecting and praying about this passage this week, I’ve come to a shorthand that helps me ingest its 
meaning for me: “Saying no makes the space to say yes.”  In this case, it was saying “no” to the fear of loss 
that made space for me to say “yes” to the freedom to be the kind of father I wanted to be to my 
children. I want the kind of life in which I could thrive and be free of fear. 

This kind of no is not merely and individual “no.” It’s a community ‘no’ as well, so the community can 
thrive. On the eve of the Labor Day holiday, we note the historic struggle of the American worker over 
the conditions that allow them to be part of an economy that allows all people to thrive, not just captains 
of industry. As followers of Jesus, we to say “no” to capitalistic excess, human exploitation, and 
environmental degradation, and yes to thriving for all humans and good stewardship of the environment.  

More concretely, this past Wednesday, I went to a very moving vigil at the Memorial Field gazebo 
commemorating International Overdose Awareness Day. You may have noticed the 2290 fuchsia-colored 
flags fluttering across from Sudbury Farms, the number of Massachusetts residents who died of overdoses 
in 2021, a record. We heard stories of how people seek help to say no to their addictions, so that they 
can say yes to a thriving live. It takes a village and a higher power to help someone say “no” to their 
addiction, for the community to say “no” to the creeping devastation of addiction, and yes to individual 
and community thriving that God intends. 

In a lighter hearted way, through this summer, I’ve been trying build on this saying “no” in order to say 
“yes,” learning to say no to things so that I can say yes to good things No texting on my phone at the 
same time as I walk: “yes” to appreciating the beauty that is around me, “yes” to avoiding walking into 
telephone poles, bumping into other people, or falling off curbs. 

Jesus tells us that letting go of people, saying ‘no’ things that get in the way of our relationship with him, makes 
space to say ‘yes’ to things that bring us greater joy, greater freedom. Jesus can help us make those decisions 
where we say no to make space for the yes that allows us and our communities to thrive. Amen. 

 

 


