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Who’s been to the doctor lately and had to sign one of those informed consent forms?  They tell us about the side effects of the medication, and all the things that could possibly go wrong, and then they get us to sign the form.  What if Jesus was handing us an informed consent form today?  Because his words in today’s Gospel are kind of like that.  He’s talking to a large crowd of people that have followed him – but what does it really mean to follow Christ?  Did they – do we – really know what we’re getting into?  Jesus encourages would-be disciples to think about it carefully, not just signing up in a fit of enthusiasm.  It’s the “informed consent” bit of discipleship.  Except, as with all of those big things in our lives (getting married, having a child, moving to a new city or a new community) I suspect there always comes a point where we realise that, actually, we had no idea what we were getting into.  What’s clear, though, is that God wants to shape us for faithful living.  A life of discipleship is a call to be transformed.  What we do with that call is a choice – and our choices matter.  

Jeremiah knew this.  His image of God as the Potter and God’s people as the clay is an image of a God actively shaping the lives of individuals and communities.  Clay’s supposed to be flexible – God wants to form us, but we’ve got to be willing to be formed.  What sort of clay are we?  Are we pliable or resistant?  Jeremiah’s message is challenging because it’s both warning and invitation.  And there’s a tension here between God’s power and authority and the autonomy of God’s people.  God says to Jeremiah, “Can I not do with you, O house of Israel, just as this potter has done?  Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand.”  God’s shaping includes correction and renewal: the Potter destroys the object in order for it to be remade.  So let’s think for a minute: what areas of our lives need reshaping?  Where are we being called to allow God to transform us?  And what does God use to mould us into something new?  Discipleship costs, but it reshapes us into Christ’s image.

That’s why Paul’s letter to Philemon is so important, because he’s looking at what following Christ might actually look like in practice.  If the idea of discipleship is new to you, if you’re wondering what it might look like for your life, this could be a place to start.  Here’s the background: a slave named Onesimus had wronged his owner Philemon, who was a Christian, and had run off.  Onesimus had met Paul, either as a fellow prisoner or because he’d sought refuge in Paul’s company.  We’re not sure exactly what Onesimus had done – perhaps he’d stolen some money and then absconded.  Under Roman law whoever gave hospitality to a runaway slave was liable to the slave’s master for the value of each day’s work lost – so maybe Paul’s promising to make up the amount incurred by Onesimus’ absence.  Whatever happened, the letter acts as a covering note to ensure that Philemon will take his delinquent slave back and treat him kindly.

Except that runaway slaves couldn’t expect kindness – they could be imprisoned and whipped, or even crucified.  Onesimus is really vulnerable here.  But the letter isn’t just asking for mercy on a humanitarian level – Paul doesn’t even think that Onesimus will be punished.  Paul’s appeal is all about Christian compassion, and the idea that Philemon’s already in debt to Paul himself: Paul’s preaching of the gospel meant his salvation.  And the letter ends with an appeal that Philemon will do “even more than I ask.”  Paul’s possibly hoping that Philemon would free the slave.

This is genuinely revolutionary, and it says something about how members of the church should treat one another.  We don’t live in silos – the Christian life is lived out in a social context, and belonging to God affects how we belong to others.  Onesimus is now a Christian.  He’s been baptised.  The fact that Onesimus was a slave – and a runaway slave at that – isn’t the point any more. Onesimus has been transformed from Philemon’s slave to his brother in Christ – and that changes everything.  

When we allow God to transform us this transforms our relationships with everyone around us.  Following Christ comes with a cost – and there’s a cost for each of the people involved here: each of them is being asked to do something difficult.  Paul will have to lose Onesimus’ service and company, Onesimus is asked to return to his master, to his owner, whom he’d wronged, and Philemon is being asked to forgive, and to treat Onesimus differently – and very possibly to free him.  There’s a potential transformation here for Philemon – I’d love to know what happens next.  This is what it means to be part of a community where what matters is the shared experience of being sons and daughters of God and so brothers and sisters in Christ, not what position or social status people have.  Discipleship means allowing God to reshape us, even when it costs us.  How’s that reflected in our community?  How are we being shaped as disciples?

Jesus’ words remind us that discipleship has a cost.  We hear some of this and we wince, because  “hate” is a deliberately strong word, but it’s less about antagonism than about the choices we make.  It’s about love of God versus other claims on our lives, even those of the closest obligations.  “Hate” isn’t primarily a feeling word in Aramaic, it’s primarily a priority word.  We’re still called to love, to care for, to cherish those close to us – let’s not forget that.  But Jesus says being a disciple involves a radical reordering: even family ties and possessions are secondary to following Christ.  It’s about priorities, about having a love for Jesus which makes all other loves shrink in comparison.  Jesus reminds us that we have choices, and those choices matter.  Choosing discipleship means real commitment, and there are costs to be counted: like when you’re putting up a tower (or earthquake strengthening a building) there’s some planning and sacrifice involved.  Discipleship costs, but it reshapes us into Christ’s image.

What does the cost of following Jesus look like for you?  What have you given up, to make God a priority in your life?  I suspect the answer will look different for each of us – but I’m also certain that everyone who takes God’s call seriously does pay a price.  For me it’s meant leaving communities I’ve been part of to go to a different place and different work.  What’s yours been?  But let’s be clear about something – this isn’t about being a victim, about having something done to you.  It’s a freely chosen submission, a foreclosing of options, in the same way that getting married or having a child shuts off some options.  We have choices, and those choices matter.  

And let’s not forget where this comes in Luke’s Gospel.  This is part of the travel narrative: Jesus is on the road to Jerusalem, where he will literally take up his cross.  He’s not asking anything of us that he didn’t do himself.  His sacrifice was the ultimate cost paid for our transformation – and that’s what we remember whenever we celebrate Eucharist.  When we gather today we come as part of a community of disciples.  We come and we gather around the table ready to be reshaped, ready to be transformed.  The Eucharist is the place where we are reshaped together – by the Christ who carried a cross, by the Potter who moulds the clay.  We can be disciples together.  Because discipleship costs, but it reshapes us into Christ’s image.
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