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“For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and estimate the cost…?”  
(Luke 14:28) 

• My brother from Bellingham, Washington, came to visit us this past spring. 
Once again, we watched the Martin Sheen movie about the Camino de 
Santiago, or the Way of St. James. He wants to do this pilgrimage a second 
time, and has been encouraging me to go with him. Watching The Way is, of 
course, inspiring. But so is hearing my brother describe his Camino, and seeing 
photos of his trip. This kind of opportunity has a dream-like quality. For it 
involves a potent combination of outdoor adventure, the chance to get away 
from stress and tension, coupled with an experience of authentic spirituality. In 
other words, it’s an opportunity one could commit to without much hesitation, 
because it would be for all the right reasons. 

• And yet, I have hesitated, and perhaps for not all the right reasons! For starters, 
I wonder if I actually have the stamina to do it. The traditional route from the 
French boarder is 800 kilometers long! That’s a journey of 500 miles on foot in 
about 30 days. I can walk 5 miles without difficulty. But I wonder if I could walk 
17 miles, every day, for a month. On the encouraging side is the example of my 
brother, who has been dealing with MS for several years, and yet has walked 
the Camino (and recently). 

• I also have to admit that, while staying in a youth hostel was not a problem for 
me when I was 20, I’m not sure how tolerant of that experience I would be now. 
I am a light sleeper. And trying to sleep in large room filled with 30 or 50 (or 
more!) pilgrims, some of them snoring or talking in their sleep, is not 
something with which I’m likely to be patient. Further, photos of pilgrim hostels 
along the route show pairs of bunk beds lined up together, one adjacent to 
another. And so, every night, I might have a total stranger immediately next to 
me. Acknowledging these and other selfish concerns (like those about shared 
bathrooms!) has helped me to recognize something: I have become very 
comfortable with my middle-aged, American lifestyle. And so, I wonder if I’m 
crazy, to consider entering circumstances that wouldn’t have bothered me in 
my youth. Who knows? I might even be blessed by the experience! 
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• The highly recommended Village to Village guidebook provides realistic 
information about what the journey involves.  On its website, I found this 1

wonderful quote: “The Camino is a great place to practice non-attachment and 
forgiveness.” Practicing these two virtues beneficial to a Santiago pilgrimage, is 
even more important for the spiritual purpose of such a journey. For following 
the Way of St. James is really about following the Way of Jesus. And , as my 
brother knows well, following the Way of Jesus can be difficult and challenging, 
which our Gospel makes clear today.  2

• Luke tells us that “large crowds were traveling with Jesus.” Turning to them, 
Jesus says, “Whoever comes to me and does not hate [family] and even life 
itself, cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me 
cannot be my disciple.”  Following Jesus is not necessarily the same as 3

traveling with him.  Jesus’ strong words are coupled with others that are 4

equally off-putting. For he says that “none of you can become my disciple if you 
do not give up all your possessions.” —> While I’m wondering if I can give up 
my privacy and large bed for a month, Jesus tells me I must give up everything! 
What am I to do with this? 

• My temptation when considering his words is to blunt them by abstraction. It’s 
convenient to remember St. Anthony’s observation about those who came to 
join him in the desert caves. People who give up their possessions don’t always 
give up attachment to them. So, it’s not the possessions, but our attachment to 
them, that’s the problem. The solution, then, is to follow the Camino website 
observation, about practicing non-attachment. The spiritual writer, John Shea, 
makes Jesus’ words even more pointed. He observes that “possessions are 
whatever we hold onto that competes with our communion with Jesus and 
cooperation with his mission. They are substitute absolutes.”  And so, in 5

speaking about more than just physical things, he says that “an essential step of 
discipleship is selling what we have that keeps us from integrating the mind 
and actions of Christ into our minds and actions.” 
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• Whether it’s by selling or giving, or by simply throwing something out, we are 
faced with a challenge. The process involves our need to accept having less, in 
exchange for the promise of something we don’t yet see or have. This 
challenge is at the heart of Christian discipleship, and it’s the difference 
between traveling with Jesus, and following him. About this test of character 
and our intentions, Jesus tells two short parables. Their basic point is that, in 
order to live into the Kingdom, we must first count the cost! It’s another way of 
asking if we are prepared to pay a price, or to make a sacrifice. What we look at, 
or think about, can confront us with challenge, especially as we consider doing 
without something we need or enjoy. And so, how we look at or think about 
something has the potential to be transformative. 

• For there are always two sides to how we see the stewardship of our time and 
our energies, as well as our money and possessions. It’s always possible, when 
giving time and attention to someone or to a project, to count the cost 
negatively. In the process, I can focus on what I will lose or be without. Or, I can 
move beyond counting the hour or weekend I won’t have again, and focus on 
how my use of that time will make other aspects of my life richer ~ and enhance 
the community around me. 

• This is abundance-focused spiritual wisdom, and it is compellingly reflected in 
our opening hymn this morning. “So let the love of Jesus come and set thy soul 
ablaze, to give and give, and give again, what God hath given thee; to spend 
thyself nor count the cost, to serve right gloriously…”  On the face of it, these 6

words appear to contradict Jesus’ admonition in our Gospel, that we must 
count the cost of following him. But Jesus’ words concern deciding whether to 
follow him. The hymnal words about not counting the cost have to do with how 
we live, as we follow him. And so, whether to follow Jesus may involve a loss of 
things that seem important to us now. Yet, as we follow Jesus, we notice and 
consider the abundance of what we have received. Attending to what we have 
received, we are more ready to give, and to give from that abundance, with 
great thanks in our hearts. 
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• I’m not sure if I will walk the Camino Santiago. But thinking about it has helped 
me, especially in relation to the challenge of following Jesus. I am reminded of 
this: that, when we make decisions, we are prone to focus on what we might 
miss or on what we might lose ~ what economists call the ‘opportunity cost.’ Yet, 
spiritually, we can also be attentive to what we might gain. Making decisions 
based on what might be lost, prevents us from seeing what there is to receive. 
Whereas focusing on what we might receive, helps us put a possible loss into 
perspective. God surrounds us, and surrounds us with gracious abundance. 
Yet, so often we are absorbed with what might escape our grasp. Instead, we 
can focus on God’s many, many gifts that fill our deepest need, gifts we can 
then share with others. Especially God’s own gift of self to us, in Jesus. 

The Camino is a great place to practice non-attachment and 
forgiveness. 

“For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first 
sit down and estimate the cost…?”    (Luke 14:28) 

“So let the love of Jesus come and set thy soul ablaze, to 
give and give, and give again, what God hath given thee; to 
spend thyself nor count the cost, to serve right gloriously…”   
(G. A. Studdert-Kennedy, Hymn 9) 
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Luke 14:25-33 

Now large crowds were traveling with Jesus; and he turned and said to them, "Whoever comes to 

me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life 

itself, cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my 

disciple. For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and estimate the 

cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and 

is not able to finish, all who see it will begin to ridicule him, saying, `This fellow began to build 

and was not able to finish.' Or what king, going out to wage war against another king, will not sit 

down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one who comes 

against him with twenty thousand? If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he sends a 

delegation and asks for the terms of peace. So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if 

you do not give up all your possessions." 

Notes 

 See the book, A Village to Village Guide to Hiking the Camino Santiago, by Anna Dintaman and David 1

Landis (Village to Village Press, 3rd ed., 2016).

 Luke 14:25-33.2

 In this quote, I have shortened to the single word family Jesus’ list of “father and mother, wife and 3

children, brothers and sisters.” (emph. added) 

 See John Shea’s exploration of this theme, in his book, The Relentless Widow: The Spiritual Wisdom 4

of the Gospels for Christian Preachers and Teachers, Year C (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2006), p. 
254-255.

 See Shea, p. 254, for this and the following quote.5

 See Hymn 9, “Not here for high and holy things” (The Hymnal 1982), with words by Geoffrey Anketel 6

Studdert-Kennedy (emph. added).

© Stephen Holmgren 2016 / Sermon for Proper 18 C 16, Sept. 4, 2016                                    !5


