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September 4,2022 

Reading: Luke 14.25-33 

St. John’s Baroda 

 

Summary: We have a natural tendency to change our minds and rethink our 

decisions. We want to retain every possibility and travel every path. But this 

characteristic seems at odds with Jesus’ call to count the cost before following him. 

But we can learn that such looking back, while disconcerting, can be an 

opportunity to recommit our commitments. Most of the time, especially in our 

commitments to God and to other people, we’re better off to leave the bridges burned and 

stay on the side of the river we’ve chosen. 

Some have called it the Over-the-Shoulder Syndrome: With half of the marriages 

in the United States ending in divorce and with people changing careers four times on 

average, it appears that one thing we Americans value highly is the right to rethink our 

decisions. We live with a kind of “over-the-shoulder, the-grass-is-greener” syndrome. 

When faced with a choice between two good things, or even two lousy things, 

folk-wisdom tells us that we will feel better once the decision is made, but experience 

leads us to prefer keeping our options open. Once we’ve embarked on one path and 

discovered its difficulties, the appeal of the other one may loom large. We look back at a 

choice we left behind and say, “Maybe I should have done that.” We begin to see all the 

disadvantages of the course we selected and all the advantages of the one we rejected. 

Some decisions just won’t stay put. 
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Let’s make a concrete example. Sally is a young woman who has two suitors - 

let’s call them Bill and John. She likes them both. She can envision herself married to 

either one of them. They both have a lot to offer, but finally Sally decides it is Bill she 

really loves, and she marries him - in effect, burning the bridge to John. 

But of course, actually living together seldom matches the romantic notion of 

what it will be like, and after several months of butting heads with her chosen husband, 

Sally finds herself thinking about John, the suitor she left behind. “If I’d married him, I 

would not be having these problems,” she thinks. That’s Over the shoulder, the grass 

looks greener Syndrome! 

Or let’s say Brad, is a middle-aged man with a good supervisory job that pays 

pretty well. But Brad doesn’t really enjoy his work. In fact, he finds it something of an 

unfulfilling grind.  

One day he gets to thinking about the career goal he had back in high school, to 

become a forest ranger. He decides to quit his job, go back to school and train for 

forestry. In time, he completes that and enters the Forestry Service. 

As he expected, he loves his new work. But there are some problems. For one 

thing, the salary is lower than at his old job. For another, as the new guy, he is the low 

man in the chain of command, and he has to take orders instead of give them as he did in 

his former position. He is happier in the Forestry Service, but these drawbacks stress him. 

One day, to his surprise, he finds himself thinking how good he had it on the old job. He 

wonders if he made a big mistake giving it up. 
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The effect of finding a decision we thought was settled coming back for 

reexamination is disconcerting to say the least. Very few of us are immune to this kind of 

self-doubt, because almost any choice has a downside. Every alternative has some gain 

and some loss, and decision-making involves weighing the one against the other. 

Actually, this tendency to go back on our decisions is probably as old as the 

human race itself. As one example, recall that after God aided the people of Israel in 

escaping from slavery in Egypt and getting them safely on their way to the Promised 

Land, the escapees began to have second thoughts.  

Crossing the barrens of the Sinai Peninsula wasn’t the most pleasant of activities, 

and apparently manna, while nutritious, didn’t have the appeal of the fine cuisine of 

Egypt. The people began to grumble, “We remember the fish we used to eat in Egypt for 

nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic; but now our 

strength is dried up, and there is nothing at all, but this manna to look at. “ And they 

complained to Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the 

wilderness? For . . . we detest this miserable food.” 

But it’s not just displeasure with the choices we’ve made that causes rethinking 

them. As long as we are still deciding, then all alternatives are still possibilities. Once 

we’ve chosen, we have effectively eliminated other sets of possibilities from our lives. 

Rethinking decisions comes in part because we don’t like having our options reduced. 

We want to keep every possibility open. 
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Author Sam Keen put it this way: “There are so many lives I want to live . . . yet I 

may only be one. I mourn for all the selves I kill when I decide to be a [particular] 

person. Decision is a cutting off. . . I travel one path,” he said, “only by neglecting 

many.” 

Robert Frost expressed a similar sentiment in the poem that we all read in high 

school called “The Road Not Taken.” In it, a traveler comes to a fork in the road. Both 

routes are inviting, but of course he cannot take both.  

He selects one but promises himself that someday he will come back and travel 

the other. But with a sense of loss, he concludes:  

Oh, I kept the first for another day!  

Yet knowing how way leads to ways,  

I doubted if I should ever come back. 

There’s even a spiritual side to this. At some point, most of us here have decided 

to follow Jesus. But perhaps we’ve been surprised to find that even that decision won’t 

easily stay put. Given our over-the-shoulder tendency, Jesus’ words from today’s text 

rattle our teeth.  

Using mini-parables about tower-builders and war-wagers, he demands that on-

the-spot-would-be-disciples first consider whether they are going to stick with the 

decision they so hastily make.  

Today he might have put it; “You can’t be my disciple and look longingly over 

your shoulder.” 
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Now in fairness, we should acknowledge that Jesus’ words here were addressed to 

people offering to join him on a spur-of-the-moment enthusiasm. He had not called 

them; they were volunteers, and they were expecting a different destination.  

Oh sure, they could come, but did they understand that where He was headed 

involved a cross?  

We, on the other hand, are called to follow him, but that doesn’t guaranty that our 

decision to do so will be free from rethinking. 

Since we are a people of second thoughts, one possible reaction to Jesus’ words is 

for us to feel guilty. You know, the Lutheran gift that keeps on giving and giving!  

A better path, however, is to consider what we can learn from decisions that won’t 

stay put. 

First, since rethinking is a natural phenomenon, we can learn to keep our doubts 

in perspective and not let them unnerve us. Just because we find ourselves glancing 

back doesn’t mean we are going to turn back. 

Second, we can also view rethinking as tests of our commitment. When we find 

ourselves asking such questions as “Do I really want to stay married to this person?” or 

“Is this career the right choice for me?” or “Am I sure I want to follow Jesus?” we are 

being pressed to test our commitments.  

Many of the big choices in life ask us to choose them again - not to generate 

regret, but to firm up the directions we have chosen. 
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Of course, occasionally these second looks reveal that we’ve made a wrong 

choice, and then re-examination can help us make some changes.  

But imagine how good it feels to go through one of these periods of doubting and 

then emerge to find that you are indeed where you want to be.  

Recently, a pastor officiated at a wedding-vow renewal service for a couple who 

had been married ten years. The wife said about her husband, “This time I know all his 

faults, and I still want to be married to him.” 

Finally, the struggle with questions about our choices and the reviewing of our 

commitments can make us people of greater character. As we wrestle against calls to turn 

back on our decisions, we often emerge with greater moral strength.  

Certainly that’s part of what the biblical author, James, meant, when he wrote: 

My brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of any kind, consider it nothing 

but joy, because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance; and let 

endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in 

nothing. 

But we shouldn’t think that just because we’ve handled a few of those challenges 

to our decisions that we are done with them. In this life, there are always more rivers of 

decision to cross, and each time we do, we leave some things behind to gain what’s on 

the other side. And there are always temptations to rebuild the bridges we burned on our 

outward journey and to go back to a previous place—but can it be done! 
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Naturally, if we realize we’ve truly made a mistake, we should consider 

rebuilding them - if it is at all possible.  

But most of the time, especially in our commitments to God and to other people, 

we’re better off to leave the bridges burned, stay on the side of the river we’ve chosen, 

and march into the new territory where God promises to be with us, just as he promised 

the people of Israel. 

Today, we make new decisions and set new courses. Will our decision sound like 

the old Sunday school chorus: I have decided to follow Jesus. I have decided to follow 

Jesus. No turning back. No turning back? 

Amen? 

No! So you’re saying to yourself, “Boy, you sure skirted around that tuff-stuff in 

today’s text like Jesus “hate” language, didn’t you pastor?” 

Okay, here it is. Are you ready? The truth in this text is as tuff as the language. 

Listen carefully and I will tell you exactly what Jesus meant by his tuff words. Write this 

down: Love is to hate, as discipleship is to membership. Think about it! Amen 

 


