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“TO JERUSALEM!” 

Luke 9:51-62; 18:31-34 
 

I really enjoy travel books, especially the ones that have a kind of point to them – not just books written 

about places, but about people doing things in places.  Tony Hawks’s Round Ireland With A Fridge or 

Henry Shukman’s Travels With My Trombone.  There’s something about books, tales, stories of journeys 

that seems to capture the human imagination, isn’t there?  The enormous popularity of Bill Bryson’s 

travel books bears witness to that.  And there’s a lot of metaphor to do with journey that is now part of 

popular culture – England’s journey to the World Cup, the great business’s journey to success, the 

journey of the celebrity into rehab and out again, the mawkish tales of talent show contestants who are 

“on a journey”.. 

 

But it’s a phenomenon that stretches right back through time.  The great epics of world literature are tales 

of journeys – The Aeneid, The Odyssey, picaresque tales such as Don Quixote, Tom Jones, Gargantua and 

Pantagruel, the search for the Holy Grail that forms the bedrock of the Arthurian legends.  And that 

translates over into more recent forms of narrative such as film and television – Easy Rider, Thelma and 

Louise and so on.  Not always, but usually, there is an end in view, a destiny to be fulfilled and laid hold 

of.  And the story of the journey is the story of the central character’s response to his or her growing 

awareness of that destiny. 

 

Well, here it is again, in the greatest epic that has ever been written – The Bible.  More specifically, here it 

is in the gospel.  We have just read about the occasion when Jesus consciously sets out on the journey to 

his destiny.  Of course, there has never been any doubt in our minds where the journey of Jesus’ life leads 

– maybe because we rarely begin at the beginning of it.  But here Luke writes as though this is the point at 

which Jesus says to himself, “Right, let’s get on with it, then.”  The journey has really been in the 

planning since before God put this earth together: the early signposts to it are scattered throughout the 

Hebrew Scriptures.  It’s not as if Jesus is just setting off on a whim: he’s had his metaphorical bags 

packed since the beginning of time. 

 

But now this journey to Golgotha, to his appointment with destiny – the astonishing week of his Passion 

which we begin today on this Palm Sunday – is starting to have an effect on him.  The time is 

approaching, the time when God’s purposes are going to come together and climax in the high point of 

history, the time when Jesus will do what he was sent to earth to do – and then he will be able to return to 

his home in heaven, to claim his throne, to sit in majesty and authority and power over every living 

creature.  The journey is nearing its end – but first, there is Golgotha, first there is Jerusalem. 

 



Luke tells us that “Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem”.  It’s a little way off yet: there’s a fair bit of 

ministry to carry out in Judea and the region between Galilee and the capital, but he knows now that the 

end is in sight.  This is the final leg of the journey to his destiny.  And despite what Jesus knows about the 

fate that is in store for him, he set his face like a flint towards the city.  As we’ve said so many times 

before, we know the ending, we know what’s in store for Jesus, we’ve read to the end of the book.  His 

friends and disciples didn’t know what was going to happen.  Jesus didn’t know all the details.  But he 

knew – and he gave plenty of hints to his followers, as in the second of our two short readings this 

morning – that it wasn’t going to be easy.  There had been some indications of that already as he had 

travelled around his home area of Galilee, but things were going to get much, much worse. 

 

Jesus was setting his face towards a situation of injustice, suspicion, betrayal, torture and death – that’s 

what the second little reading is all about.  His confrontations with the religious and secular authorities 

were going to increase and intensify.  The occasions when he would be misunderstood and marginalised 

were going to deepen his sense of isolation.  His closest friends and most fervent followers were going to 

desert him, disown him, turn him in.  His body would be beaten, whipped, bruised and battered.  His 

strength would fail, his resolve waver.  He would end up the victim of a Machiavellian alliance between 

the leaders of his own people and the imperial oppressors from Rome – “turned over to the Gentiles” – 

nailed naked to a cross of wood, humiliated and scorned by those he once reached out to help, abandoned 

even by his own Father.  That was what lay ahead in Jerusalem.  The week might begin with the 

triumphant entry into the city, seated on a donkey and surrounded by his beaming disciples and cheering 

Passover pilgrims, but it would be all downhill for a few days after that. 

 

And there was no way out of it now.  He set out resolutely, single-mindedly following his destiny, ready 

for that one moment of blinding, cosmic redemption to which all history had been looking forward, when 

the rebellion and disobedience of a broken world could be dealt with once and for all.  Concentrated in 

the vulnerable and exposed human body of the Son of God are the hopes and fears of all the years.  He 

has to move forward with determination and commitment.  It must be done.  It is God’s plan and he 

cannot shrink back from it.  However imploringly Jesus cries out to his Father, “Take this cup away from 

me”, he is left with the awful realisation that God’s will is going to be done, not his. 

 

And it’s for you and me – to haul us out of the mess we’ve managed to get ourselves into.  The 

commitment and resolve that Jesus shows here is to you.  He set out resolutely for Jerusalem so that your 

relationship with God might be put on a more secure footing.  His determination is on account of your 

need of God and his love, it’s on account of the need of each of those people who were walking with him 

on this day, the people through whose streets he was travelling, the people of those Samaritan villages. 

 



But there was no welcome for him.  Those villagers wanted nothing to do with him because he was going 

to Jerusalem.  Now their antipathy towards him on this occasion was nothing to do with who he was.  The 

Samaritans just didn’t like Jews walking through their territory on their way to worship in Jerusalem.  It 

was an ethnic and religious thing.  For Samaritans, the proper place of worship was Mount Gerizim and 

woe betide anyone who tried to argue differently.  They gave all Jews who were thus engaged the same 

very cold shoulder.  In fact, many of those who were travelling down from the north to celebrate the 

festival in Jerusalem would make long detours around the Samaritan lands rather than put up with the 

frosty and inhospitable reaction of their non-kosher cousins. 

 

The reasons are certainly not the same today, but Jesus’ flint-faced journey to Jerusalem is still 

unwelcome to many people.  There might be something of the epic hero about him in some people’s 

books, but such resolute commitment is not universally applauded any more.  The person who sets out 

with a goal and a destiny to pursue is looked upon as something of a crackpot in a culture where 

pragmatism and expediency reign supreme.  The only excuse for commitment and resolution today is the 

desire to make money.  Someone with the attitude that Jesus displayed is considered a bit over the top, 

too idealistic for their own good. 

 

And he is not welcomed either, because the determination with which he set out for Golgotha and the 

sacrifice of the cross reflects badly on the rest of us, doesn’t it?  It’s arrogant of Jesus to assume that we 

wanted to be saved – even more so to assume that we needed to be saved.  There’s no room in today’s 

post-modern world for meta-narratives of that kind.  Who does Jesus think he is, suggesting that his 

destiny is in any way bound up with ours?  Why should he believe that he could help us?  OK, so he may 

have made a few classic pronouncements about love and peace and helping your neighbour – although 

even a lot of that is rather passé now – but we certainly don’t need anyone doing us any favours like this.  

That’s how many people respond today to the sacrifice that Jesus made for us.  We follow a long-

outmoded religion that commands the allegiance of only a few social and intellectual misfits. 

 

And Jesus is not welcomed because of the example he sets the rest of us.  He was looking towards his 

destiny, towards the mission he had come to earth to fulfil.  He knew what the Father wanted him to do 

and he knew that he was the only one who could possibly accomplish it.  There was no hint of selfishness 

in his manner or his words.  His eyes were on Jerusalem not on himself.  He had a journey to make and he 

was going to make it, ignoring the distractions of materialism and unhelpful loyalties.  His way was an 

uncompromising way – and anyone who wanted any part of what he had got needed to follow that way 

too. 

 



Jesus has resolutely set out for Jerusalem and “as they were walking along the road” even, people came 

to enquire what it was all about.  Who is the man with the fire in his eyes?  Who is this man with the 

purpose in his stride?  Who is this man who is marching off towards his date with destiny?  There’s 

something about him that I find attractive and I’d like a piece of the action.  “OK,” says Jesus.  “Follow 

me.”  Well, there’s an invitation!  But, as always, we have our excuses – just like the people here Jesus 

encountered in the next little section.  Family ties, creature comforts, traditions and habits: we really want 

to hang on to them.  Well, that’s not an option if you’re following Jesus.  He’s looking forward to 

Jerusalem and his destiny, not backwards to what’s been left behind. 

 

There can be no turning back, no fond nostalgia for the past, no dwelling on what might have been.  He 

gives the example of a ploughman.  When I lived in Winchester we had several farmers who came to the 

church (some of my own family) and I knew others as well.  And some of them were into this ploughing 

match thing.  Some did it on ordinary tractors, some on vintage tractors, some with heavy horses.  But the 

idea was that you had to plough as straight and as accurately as possible.  There was no way you could do 

that if you kept on looking over your shoulder at what you’d just done: that was finished with, you 

couldn’t change it.  It was what was ahead that was important. 

 

When Jesus calls, you respond as if he were calling you to that for good.  I know some people end up 

returning to things that they were doing before the call – but that’s because Jesus has called them back to 

it, not because they have constantly been looking over their shoulder and wishing they’d stayed where 

they were.  I’m very grateful that I have never really wanted to go back to where I’d been before – but the 

temptation is always there.  As I’ve said before, you cannot spend your whole life looking over your 

shoulder, thinking “What if ...?” 

 

For Jesus, Jerusalem lay ahead.  There was no “What if ...?” for him.  He gave up everything he had for 

us.  Even at this stage in his ministry there was no other goal than Golgotha.  And as he demonstrated his 

commitment to his Father’s will and to his love of us, he moved forward inexorably to that destiny.  He 

calls you and me to follow him – not to sacrifice our lives for the sins of the world: that was done once 

and for all by Jesus himself – but to a life of commitment and compassion.  He asks you and me to join 

him in making known the good news of salvation by the way in which we live our lives and the words in 

which we speak to those around us.  Where is your journey taking you?  Around in circles of your own 

devising – or forward to the destiny that God has for you?  As we celebrate Palm Sunday and step into 

Holy Week, let us thank God that Jesus was prepared to go to Golgotha for us.  And let us commit 

ourselves afresh to following him. 

 


