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Luke 9:57-62 (NIV)
As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.”

Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.”

He said to another man, “Follow me.”

But he replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”

Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.”

Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say goodbye to my family.”

Jesus replied, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.”

Sermon
One of the most unique characteristics of Methodism is how it spread on the American Frontier.  John Wesley's
Methodist plan of multiple meeting places called circuits required an itinerating force of preachers. A circuit
was made up of two or more local churches (sometimes referred to as societies) in early Methodism. In
American Methodism circuits were sometimes referred to as a "charge." A pastor would be appointed to the
charge by his bishop. During the course of time he was expected to visit each church on the charge at least once,
and possibly start some new ones. A charge containing only one church was called a station. The traveling
preachers responsible for caring for these societies, or local churches and stations, became known as circuit-
riders, or sometimes saddlebag preachers. They traveled light, carrying their belongings and books in their
saddlebags. Ranging far and wide through villages and wilderness, they preached daily or more often at any site
available be it a log cabin, the local court house, a meeting house, an outdoor forest setting, or the taverns and
saloons.  I always thought it would be neat to have a Bible study in a bar.  Sounds funny, doesn’t it?  But many
of our hymns came from bar tunes.  And of all the places that need to hear the Gospel, the bars seem like a good
choice.  Anyway, unlike the pastors of settled denominations, these itinerating preachers were constantly on the
move. Their assignment was often so large it might take them 5 or 6 weeks to cover the territory.  Someone
asked why we have communion only once a month.  In the olden days, it was only 4 times a year, every quarter. 
It grew out of the old tradition of only having a pastor come by every 3 months.  When the preacher came, you
had communion, and baptisms, and weddings, and funerals.  (Many times, the deceased had been buried a
couple of months before the funeral).  You did what you had to do.  They still had church, however, even
without the pastor.  One of the trademarks of Methodism is strong lay member leadership.  You all do fine with
me, you all do fine in spite of me, you all would do fine without the me.  Without your leadership, we would be
severely limited in ministry.

But circuit riders were the hallmark of Methodists.  No matter what, they would travel the hills and valleys to
their next charge.  There was an old phrase, if the weather was horrible, they would say it was weather fit for
only crows and Methodist preachers.  
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A preacher out west known as Brother Harwood in New Mexico, when asking how to begin his 
work, was told: "Get your pony shod. Then start out northward via Fort Union, Cimarron, and Red River until
you meet a Methodist coming this way... thence westward and eastward until you meet other Methodist
preachers coming this way. All this will be your work....I saw at once that I had a big field."

Francis Asbury (1745 - 1816), the founding bishop of American Methodism, set the pace. He traveled 270,000
miles and preached 16,000 sermons as he traveled the circuits.  Asbury has the world record for miles on
horseback, that we are aware of.  Peter Cartwright (1785-1872) described the life of the circuit- rider. He wrote
in his Autobiography: "A Methodist preacher, when he felt that God had called him to preach, instead of
hunting up a college or Biblical Institute, hunted up a hardy pony, and some traveling apparatus, and with his
library always at hand, namely, a Bible, Hymn book, and Discipline, he started, and with a text that never wore
out nor grew stale, he cried, 'Behold, the Lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of the world.' In this way he
went through storms of wind, hail, snow, and rain; climbed hills and mountains, traversed valleys, plunged
through swamps, swollen streams, lay out all night, wet, weary, and hungry, held his horse by the bridle all
night, or tied him to a limb, slept with his saddle blanket for a bed, his saddle-bags for a pillow. Often he slept
in dirty cabins, ate roasting ears for bread, drank butter-milk for coffee; took deer or bear meat, or wild turkey,
for breakfast, dinner, and supper. This was old-fashioned Methodist preacher fare and fortune."  John Wesley,
the founder of the Methodist Church, also traveled the hard life on the road.  He traveled 250,000 miles,
crisscrossing the Island of England time and time again.  When he finally slowed down in his 80's (he never
retired), he discovered that he could not sit in a regular rocking chair.  It was too flat, and his rump had became
too rounded, from years on the saddle.  They had to make him a special chair in the shape of a saddle seat.

Not only did the preacher face physical hardship, but often he endured persecution. Freeborn Garrettson wrote
of his experience: "I was pursued by the wicked, knocked down, and left almost dead on the highway, my face
scarred and bleeding and then imprisoned." No wonder most of these preachers died before their careers had
hardly begun. Of those who died up to 1847, nearly half were less than 30 years old. Many were too worn out to
travel.

What did they earn? Not much in dollars. Bishop Asbury expressed their reward when he recruited Jesse Lee, "I
am going to enlist Brother Lee. What bounty? Grace here and glory hereafter, if he is faithful, will be given."

This idea of iteneracy was modeled after Jesus’ own life of traveling preacher.  Jesus went here, Jesus went
there, spreading the Gospel of love and forgiveness.  We say that he had a hometown, Nazareth, but he was
kicked out of there close to the beginnings of his ministry.  He didn’t have a home.  To our knowledge, he never
owned a house, he didn’t have land, he was not tied to anything of this world.  How’s that song go?  “Freedom’s
just another word for nothing left to lose.”  If you’re not tied to anything, you’ve got complete freedom.  Foxes
have holes, birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.  A teacher of the law came up to
Jesus and said, “Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go.”  I don’t think that he knew what he was asking. 
And Jesus’s response would probably be something like, “Would you give up everything to follow me?”  As I
look at the Gospel songs of yesteryear, two major themes come out.  The first theme is in praise of Christ.  Jesus
this, Jesus that.  They like to sing of Jesus.  The word Gospel actually means “Good story” or “Good news”. 
And Jesus is that good news.  And the other major theme is the fact that we belong somewhere else.  We were
not made for this world, but for the next.  If we put all our hopes and dreams into this earthly home, then we will
be sorely disappointed in the next.  But if we fix our eyes upon the next, then everything in this world makes
sense.  How did I hear it once, “If you marry yourself to this age, you will be a widower in the next.”  The old
Gospel songs sing of the joys of heaven and the peace that we find with Jesus.  Someone even asked Jesus,
“Lord, let me go bury my father.”  And Jesus’ response sounds kind of harsh, “Follow me, and let the dead bury
their own dead.”  It wasn’t that his father already passed away and they had to do a nice burial service, but in
that society, there was immense pressure for children to stick around with their parents until they died.  Next
year, two years, ten years down the road.  The disciple was telling Jesus that this wasn’t a good time for him
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right now, maybe in several years or decades from now.  And that’s where you hear Jesus say, “Follow me, let
them take care of themselves.”  You’ve got more important things to do right now.  How many times do I do
things like that?  Where you get so busy that you crowd out what’s important?  Do I need to mow the lawn
every week?  It would be just as well to go every other week and spend the three hours doing what’s important. 
How many Wheel of Fortunes have I watched?  I would almost be ashamed if God would tell me, “Mike, you
spent an accumulation of 12 weeks of your life watching Vanna flip letters, and you complain about not having
enough time.”  There’s more important things out there.  And I’m as guilty as anybody.  There’s mission and
ministry out there.  I remember a flood that went through our neighborhood years ago.  We had warning that a
flood was coming in, waters were upstream, but would be at our area in a couple hours.  And we had a
basement.  We didn’t have time to get everything out.   Praise God there were no injuries or deaths in the rising
water, but amid the devastation, when Steph and I were carrying things out of the basement, it was funny how
we decided what was important and what was not.  The expensive items stayed on the floor till last, but the
cheap personal treasures of pictures and keepsakes were the first to get to high ground.  Truth be told, we didn’t
get water, but many of our neighbors did.  And the Gospel songs and the circuit riders point to the fact that of all
the things we have, none are more important than our relationship with God.  One day we will leave all that we
possess, where moths eat and rust destroys, but some things do last forever.  Our home is in Christ.  Our family
is the people of God.  And ultimately, the world can’t take that away.  And the people of God said, Amen!
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