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Colors are powerful banners under which we live our lives.  Colors give exquisite clues to what’s afoot.  If I were to say to you, he was red as a beet, you would know exactly the emotion to which I refer.  If I mentioned that the sanctuary was washed a golden yellow; you might imagine this room filled with joyful light.  Green with envy, having a blue Monday; colors evoke a sense, a feeling, and provide a way of understanding that a colorless world simply can not supply.  
So, if I say to you Jesus’ adult ministry, as reported in Luke, was set in the golden pastures and beside the azure lakes of his native Galilee, an image of his world would come to mind.  And it is true, Jesus’ initial ministry in Luke is bounded by the bucolic beauty of his Galilean home, at least until we arrive at Luke 9:51.  
The text Alex read for us this morning marks a turning point, marks a moment when the green valleys of Jesus’ Galilee give way to the purple shadows of Pilate’s Jerusalem.  Jerusalem for Jesus is shrouded in danger.  In Jerusalem the color purple is supposed to mark one as royal; but for Jesus Jerusalem’s purple will mark him as one who willingly suffers.  In Jerusalem purple is a color set aside for the king.  But for Jesus Jerusalem’s purple will set out a path of pain, marring it with an awful purple haze.  
You know the story, you know what’s going to happen; and the way Luke writes it, so does Jesus.  As the time drew near for Jesus to be taken up to heaven; this means Jesus knew what was coming; he knew and yet he chose to go forward, forward into the shadows of Jerusalem.  He knew that he would be robed in purple as he stood beaten before Pilate with the crowd crying crucify him.  He knew he would wear the color of pain as he struggled up Goglotha’s hill.  He knew, and yet Luke tells us he turned to face it, face it all.  Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem!  This is Luke's way of telling us that this royal man has begun a sure and certain journey of passion and purpose. Whatever color Luke's Gospel has been up to this point, it's deep purple now.

When Jesus turns from his Galilean travels, as he sets his face for Jerusalem a new section of Luke’s gospel begins; a section that will not end until until ten chapters later, when in temporary triumph, Jesus enters Jerusalem atop a borrowed animal to the acclaim of the crowd.  Between Lule 9:51 and Palm Sunday Jesus will travel from Galilee to Jerusalem and though the text does not give us a strict "travel narrative” it does share something of what it means to follow Jesus. Luke’s Gospel clearly communicates that the life of discipleship is a journey, a steady pilgrimage to a cross, and those who follow Jesus on that journey can expect that what some of what happens to him will happen to them.  So how do you look, we look, in the color purple? 
Luke wants us to be clear at the outset that Jesus will not change his mind about his destination, his color of choice, or the task ahead.  He will not waiver from his assignment because he is on more than journey to Jerusalem. Jesus has turned toward what is no less than the fulfillment of the plan of God. The journey is on.  Purple, here he comes.  
And so as the Royal One begins his journey to pain and passion, Luke says he sends some messengers ahead of him into a Samaritan village. It's interesting that the first stop on the way to Jerusalem is a Samaritan village. There are different opinions as to why the Jews and the Samaritans hated each other so bitterly, but they did. The hatred between the two groups went back at least 1,000 years before the time of Jesus; back to the time when some of the descendents of David went north and founded their religious center and Temple at a place called Shechem; and some remained in the south claiming Jerusalem as their religious home.  The hatred went back to the time when these children of David were at war with one another, and 1,000 years later, still never the twain shall meet; Shechem had nothing to do with Jerusalem.  And so Luke tells us that these Samaritans wanted nothing to do with following Jesus, precisely because he had set his face toward Jerusalem.

In response to the Samaritan’s rejection of Jesus, James and John want to punish the them; rain down some fire on them. But Jesus is not interested retribution. In fact he rebukes not the Samaritans but his disciples; don’t be distracted, let nothing get in the way of the purple.  Let’s move on.
As they were going along Luke now introduces us to three people, who unlike the Samaritan villagers seem genuinely interested in following Jesus. One says to him, "Jesus, I'll follow you wherever you go." "Fine," Jesus says. "I have no home. I have nowhere to lay my head. Any bed I have is because someone let me use theirs. You still interested?"

Jesus spots a second person. "Hey, you, let's go. Follow me."  And the guy is willing. He doesn't say no. He just has something else he needs to do first, and it is an important something else. "Let me go and bury my father." In that society, burying one's parents was a solemn obligation. It was a part of being obedient to the commandment to honor father and mother, and no one was exempt from honoring that commitment. On the list of excellent excuses, this man's excuse ranks so high that it would have been perfectly acceptable for Jesus to say, yes meet your obligations and meet up with me along the way. But Jesus' response is harsh: "Let the dead bury their own dead." Jesus tries to teach this man what he has taught all along. The purple path is the path of life, and if you are not on that path for whatever reason, your life has already begun to pale.

The third would be follower also has important business to wrap up before he can fall in line. He wants to go home and say good-bye to his loved ones. And there's precedent here. Elisha had requested of Elijah that before he followed him he be allowed to return home and kiss his parents, and Elijah apparently consented. And after those kisses, Elisha followed him.

Jesus is not interested in that precedent. "If you're looking back," he says, "you can't plow a straight row."  That's tough stuff. I guess when your face is set like flint to the purple place, it's hard to be impressed even with excellent excuses. Even the best excuses pale in comparison to the deep purple of Jesus' journey.

Now, let’s be honest, the longer this sermon goes on the less interested many of us are in being dressed in purple.  Yes, let's be honest. You and I are less like eager wearers of purple and more like the Samaritans. There's not a single one of us who at one time or another has not flatly refused to go with Jesus. There are times, maybe even now, when we hear Christ’s call in our lives, we know exactly what he asks us to do, we know exactly what he asks us to refrain from doing, and yet we persist with our excuses and wrap our selves in obligations instead of purple cloth.  Truth be known, there is an unwilling Samaritan villager in everyone of us.

And, then, there are times when we genuinely want to follow Jesus. I suspect that most of us know him to be the way that leads us to life, we know that he's worth following; but we have other things to do. Other people to see, other commitments to honor. Jesus, I'll follow you, but may I take care of this first? Jesus, I'll follow you, but as I do, may I hold on to this? May I bring this grudge along on the journey, carry this hatchet with me, hold onto this valuable? Jesus, I want to follow you with the time I know you want from me, but may I wait until my kids are my career calms down? Life is just so busy now. Jesus, I really do want to follow you with all that I have, and I want to give my possessions to you, to whom they all belong in the first place, but may I get my kids through college first?

It must be lonely setting your face toward Jerusalem. It must be lonely walking the purple path by yourself. It must be lonely when those who say they love you either choose not to follow you, or do so unwilling to wear the color you have chosen.  
Whatever we do with this passage from Luke, we cannot dull its edge, and without exception, it cuts us all. There are no bargains, no loopholes, no discount prices in the call to discipleship. Following the Royal One toward his destination of pain and passion costs us all that we are and all that we have, and Jesus wants us to know that either we follow him all the way with everything or we are not following him at all. It is a radical claim. And Jesus is able to make this claim precisely because of who he is and where he's headed. Remember, he is the Royal One. His face is set. He is on his way to pain and passion, and in the light of that journey, everything else pales. 
So what are we to do?  What are we to do?   Beloved of God, God’s timing is perfect.  For you and I sit this Sunday on the threshold of a season meant for just such a question.  We sit on the threshold of the forty days of Lent and it is right that we ask, what must we do with this story of purple, with the passion, the purpose and the pain?  

What must we do?  First, in the quiet and interior spaces of our hearts, Luke’s story invites us to ask, Lord will I follow you into a season marked by the color of royality and pain?  It is a legitimate question, for nowhere, at no time does the Savior cajole or command any of us to follow.  Instead he invites, instead he welcomes.  And we, each of us has the opportunity to answer.  Will we follow?  Will I follow?  Its good to ask this question because it provides us with a moment to examine ourselves, examine our walk with Christ.  Will we follow?  Will we trust our all to the one who says I have all power in my hands?  Will we trust everything to the one who says you may be anxious for nothing, because if my Father takes care of the lillies of the field; and you are so much more than they, He will take care of you.  Quietly honestly, ask yourself, for that is the question Jesus asks those he meets along the way.  
If your answer is yes, then the second thing to do is exactly what you do with and for anything you value highly.  Anything we value we invest in, we sacrifice for.  Once you have answered yes, Jesus, I will go with you then we must invest.  Invest what?  Invest your time in prayer and quiet so that you may hear the Savior’s voice.  Invest your efforts in the ways that represent God’s Kingdom, judging all you do, all you do by the metric of does this share God’s name, does this invite others to follow, does this show the love and justice, the mercy and peace of the one I claim to follow.  Invest your dreams with him, being guided by his word and his hope for your future.  And then then sacrifice.  Sacrifice what?  Sacrifice your fear, replacing it with the confidence that the one who has begun a good work in you will see it through to completion.  Sacrifice what?  Sacrifice the busyness of your schedule for time apart and alone, resting in the arms of Jesus.  Sacrifice what; sacrifice the burden of carrying the weight of your world and your family’s world all by yourself, for he walks with you to help bear all burdens.  And one more thing, sacrifice your will, submitting it to his.  

In this season of Lent, let us take time to consider again the gift and the cost of following Christ.  The gift is we are never alone, the gift is we are in league with the one who made heaven and earth, the one who is true God from God.  The gift is we belong to one another and to him.  And the cost, the cost is submitting ourselves, committing ourselves to the path that he traveled, knowing that their will be sacrifice and yes even pain but knowing also that the color purple does mark us as royalty, as God’s own chosen ones; always remembering that the season of sacrifice and difficulty is not the final season, for Lent gives way to Easter and Easter to Pentecost, and Pentecost to life in the Spirit never separated from God.  
And, know beloved, that I have not forgotten about those of you who cannot, this day, in truth answer yes to the question, will I follow this purple path.  If in your heart there is not a yes know that the one who loves you, the one who has turned his face toward Jerusalem, also turns his face toward you and longs to walk with you talk with you; longs to keep welcoming you, keep reaching out to you and has sent me and these who have said yes to be with you all along the way.  Do not fear to ask us to share with you our struggles, for we like those Samaritans have not always said yes, either.
This day, whether your answer is yes or not know that you are beloved of God, know this and come into the days of Lent.  Come and consider the path laid out before us.  Come and ask your question, come and deepen your faith.  Come and see that the price of purple is high, but the beauty is more than enough.  Come and come to know that you are made to wear purple.  You are made to be Christ’s royal friend.  Come and share a color with the one who loved us enough to wear it all the way to Jerusalem.  Come with me into the season of Lent. 
� The idea for, and some of the language of this sermon, was taken from a sermon preached on June 27, 2004 by the Rev. Mark Sergeant, senior pastor Embry Hills United Methodist Church (Atlanta).  I have emailed Rev. Sergeant to share the inspiration his sermon provided for me during a week when:  my car was hit, my sister hospitalized, two members of the church taken to emergency, my husband sick at home with a flu bug, a former member buried, I was responsible for two Bible studies and a Women’s Fellowship program, a myriad of meetings and the presence and Lent was at hand.  Thanks be to God for the word of God shared among and between God’s people, and thanks be to God for Rev. Sergeant.  
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