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So much for traditional family values then! ‘Who does not hate father and mother, wife and 
children, brothers and sisters, yes, even life itself, cannot be my disciples’, declared Jesus.

That’s a ‘sit up and take notice’ declaration if ever there was one. He can’t be serious can he? 
What about the fifth commandment, ‘honour your father and mother‘? He said he hadn’t 
come to abolish the commandments but fulfil them. And he said ‘love your neighbour as 
yourself.’ What’s going on?

Teachers know the value of the occasional shock tactic to make sure their pupils are paying 
attention. Jesus is the supreme teacher. A little earlier in the same gospel, Jesus has warned 
that families will be divided by his message. 

Also, Luke’s style is often starker than Matthew in presenting similar teaching. For example, 
take a look at the two versions of the Beatitudes in Matthew and Luke. And also Matthew’s 
slightly gentler version of the statement here: ‘Whoever loves father or mother more than 
me is not worthy of me; and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of 
me.”

Dietrich Bonhoeffer published a famous book in 1937 Germany during the rise of the Nazi 
regime called The Cost of Discipleship. He contrasts two kinds of Christian presentation: what 
he dubs ‘cheap grace’ and what he contends is the real deal - ‘costly grace’. 

“Cheap grace means grace sold on the market like cheapjacks' wares.”, he writes, “Cheap 
grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living 
and incarnate.”

On the other hand, authentic Christian living entails costly grace, “Costly grace is the gospel 
which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at which a 
person must knock…. it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because 
it costs a person his life, and it is grace because it gives a person the only true life.”

That is the challenge Jesus’ shock tactic confronts his listeners with, with its ‘sit up and take 
notice’ declaration. Discipleship is not a cushy number and it will involve sometimes difficult 
choices and hardships. Nor can we ever say, ‘That’s it I’ve sorted this Christian living business 
now!’ We are to be constantly formed and re-formed. 

At its best, education is concerned with forming and re-forming. The Church of England’s 
Vision for Education, a document called ‘Deeply Christian, Serving the Common Good’, speaks of 
educating for life in all its fullness. Alongside Hope, Community and Dignity, it pays serious 
attention to the crucial need to educate for Wisdom. ”The Bible is passionate about both 
wisdom-seeking and the importance of teaching and learning”.
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Schools are communities which are constantly re-forming. When I was a child I used to hate 
the adverts that appeared in shops before the summer holidays had even got started. ‘Back 
to School’, they proclaimed. Give us a break! In my mind it conjured an image of school as 
relentless; a grindstone from which there was no escape. And for me it wasn’t really like that. 
Yes of course some days and some lessons were not as good as others. But there was a 
constant and for the most part stimulating process of forming and re-forming going on all 
the time. New friendships, new insights, moments that really gripped the imagination. Each 
year you would sit a row or two further back in the assembly hall -  a reminder that now 
there were nearly 20% new people making up this community and that my place in it had 
moved on. 

When I worked as chaplain in a university, the annual change was even more stark –30% of 
the students were new each year. As it was a largely residential campus community in which 
many people socialised beyond their subject and interest groups, the atmosphere was 
different every year and I think we all learnt from the energy each year’s new intake brought 
with them.

Imagine a church in which nearly 20 or 30% of the congregation was new each year! Of 
course there are a few people who hate any change at all; woe betide anyone who sits in the 
pew Colonel and Mrs Mustard have always occupied…But for most of us, a community that 
is constantly developing and changing – sometimes quickly, sometimes more gradually – is a 
better place to be. 

Wisdom is so much more than knowledge and skills. Wisdom isn’t acquired automatically 
just by sitting still absorbing more and more information. That might help you win the next 
pub quiz prize, but moral and emotional wisdom are greater prizes to be had. There’s the 
potential to develop wisdom from our encounters with every new person and we are 
formed and re-formed through our networks of relationships – some of them deep, some 
more fleeting. But perhaps each person we encounter can teach us something, whether we 
know it or not. 

For Christians the exemplar of wisdom is Jesus himself of course and our encounter with 
him is constantly changing, sometimes in pleasant and surprising ways and sometimes in 
extraordinarily challenging and even painful ways, through times of crisis or spiritual 
barrenness. Ultimately, all can teach us. All can enrich our wisdom. 
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