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“Counting the Cost” 

Grace and Peace be to you from God the Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

 In 2010 I traveled to South America as part of a mission group dedicated to working 

alongside the Indigenous Quechua people of the Andes Mountains. It was my first real cross 

cultural encounter and it taught me that the world is much larger and more complex than I could 

have ever imagined. As a part of this trip, I was introduced to the bartering trade system. Here in 

North America, the shopping experience is largely centered on pricing. It is expected that the 

cost of merchandise will be made visually apparent so that it is consistent for all people and so 

that through a cost benefit analysis, consumers can decide whether an item is worth purchasing. 

But in the area of South America that I visited, this was far from the case. The locally owned 

shops and street vendors would rarely have prices associated with their merchandise and it was 

expected that once an item caught your interest, you would enter into conversation with them 

regarding the price. The conversation would always begin with the Spanish word “quanto” 

meaning “how much?”  

 Thinking that I understood the system, I found a handcrafted leather belt that I wanted to 

purchase. I motioned for the vendor and proudly practiced the little bit of Spanish that I had 

learned. “Quanto?” I asked, to which the vendor responded with a price that was equivalent to 

about 10 dollars Canadian. I thought that this was a great price because you could not find nearly 

as good of quality in Canada for a cost that was even comparable, and so I quickly offered the 

lady the requested amount. But to my surprise, she shoved my hand away and took the belt with 

her. What I later learned is that in this context, it is disrespectful to offer the initially requested 

price. It is expected that if you genuinely appreciate the vendor and the work that they have 

created, you will enter into a bartering discussion with them, constantly asking one another: 

“quanto?” (how much will you offer? How much are you willing to give or take for this item?) 

Quanto – a discussion of the cost.  

 Likewise, in today’s gospel according to Luke, Jesus engages a similar conversation 

regarding the cost of discipleship. It is unclear what sparks this conversation, but for some 

reason, Jesus feels as though the large crowds of people that are following him need to hear 

about the high cost associated with being one of his disciples. This conversation immediately 

follows last week’s gospel text in which Jesus, while at the home of a Pharisee, talks about the 

importance of humbling one’s self by not taking the seat of honor at the banquet and highlights 

that there is room at the dinner table for all people, including the poor, disadvantaged, and 

disabled.   

 There is little evidence to suggest that the conversation in today’s text happens within the 

same context of the Pharisee’s house, but the gospel writer clearly sees some connection between 

the two conversations. What is contextually clear however, is that Christ and many within the 

multitudes of people, are journeying toward Jerusalem for the purpose of celebrating the 

Passover. A journey that marks Christ’s final entrance into Jerusalem before he himself pays the 

ultimate cost – death for the sake of the sins of the world. The reality of this forthcoming death is 

surely in the back of Christ’s mind as he addresses the crowds in today’s pericope. He uses an 

analogy that perhaps becomes more effective in the hindsight of his willingness to embrace death 



on the cross. He is willing to give up his very life for the sake of love and is seemingly 

encouraging his disciples to be willing to do the same.     

  This suggestion to carry’s one cross and follow Christ can be both alarming and 

defeating. And perhaps even more alarming, is Christ’s words in verse 32, where he suggests that 

none can be his disciple unless they give up all of their possessions. Likewise, in verse 26, it is 

difficult to hear the voice of a loving and compassionate God say that: “Whoever comes to me 

and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life 

itself, cannot be my disciple.”  

 Is Jesus really calling his disciples to hate? Is Jesus really asking those who wish to be his 

followers to give up all of their possessions and their very lives? Is that the cost of discipleship? 

Is it a cost that we are willing or even able to pay? The original linguistic context of today’s text 

brings some clarity to this high cost of discipleship. The Greek word often translated into English 

as “hatred” is miseo. It is a word that is commonly used to contrast or compare between two 

entities and it literally means to love or value one entity more than you love or value another. 

And so, instead of calling his disciples to be full of bitterness or anger, as the English 

understanding of hatred might suggest, it seems that Christ is calling his disciples to reassess 

their values by reminding them that discipleship means putting the will and things of God above 

and beyond their own. The cost of discipleship is laying aside one’s self-centeredness for the 

purpose of becoming a faithful servant of God’s love for all people.   

 This is perhaps where Luke sees the connection between the cost of discipleship and 

Christ’s teaching at the Pharisee’s banquet in last week’s text. Just as he encouraged his 

followers to leave the seats of honor for other guests, Christ is likewise encouraging his disciples 

to humble themselves, laying aside selfish gain for the purpose of recognizing and uplifting 

others, that all might come to see and know that at the table of the Lord, all are welcome.  

 Christ is suggesting that there is a high cost to true discipleship and is inadvertently 

reminding listeners that in reality, it is a cost that we constantly struggle to meet. A cost that by 

one’s own ability, is unfathomably expensive. Through the perspective of law, of what Christ is 

asking or demanding of his followers, the words of today’s text might feel uncomfortable and 

unobtainable, but through the perspective of the gospel, the hope that God promises in and 

through Christ, all things are made possible. The gospel promises the free gift of salvation by 

grace, through faith. It promises that God’s love is with and for all people, it promises that the 

death and resurrection of Christ paid a price that otherwise could not be paid. It promises that 

although the children of God fall short, fail, and struggle to meet the lawful standards of God’s 

requests, grace is more than sufficient to intercede.  

 In his reflections on the Sermon on the Mount, Dietrich Bonhoeffer also highlights the 

high cost of discipleship, the human inability to adhere to such standards, and the necessity of 

God’s grace to intercede amidst these shortcomings and failures. But what makes his work 

interestingly unique is that he refuses to let grace be a veil that excuses him from actively 

striving to adhere to the standards of God. He distinguishes between cheap and costly grace. 

Cheap grace is the free gift of God’s love that is with and for all people, it costs nothing; it’s the 

free gift that is given in and through the hope of Jesus Christ. It’s the sure and certain hope that 

nothing we do, or fail to do, can separate us from the love of Christ. But as Bonhoeffer suggests 

(in his book The Cost of Discipleship), Costly grace is the gospel in which disciples are called to 

constantly seek after, it is the gift which must be asked for, the door at which Christ calls his 

disciples to knock. Such grace is costly because it requires the laying aside of one’s self-

centeredness for the sake of following Christ; it is the losing of one’s life for Christ, but it is 



grace because it gives the gift of true life that can only be experienced in, through and because of 

Christ. It is costly because it condemns sin, and it is grace because it justifies the sinner. Above 

all, it is costly because it cost God the life of God’s son and it is grace because it’s a price that 

God willingly paid.   

 Costly grace is grace that clearly expresses God’s love, but likewise demands the full 

extent of human effort to live as a disciple of Christ. A disciple who is filled with love and 

compassion, a disciple who forgives, a disciple who strives for justice, a disciple who shows 

grace and shares God’s love with and for all people. And so, what both Bonhoeffer and Christ 

are offering is a challenge to be Disciples of Christ. A challenge to live and actively participate 

in the gift of God’s compassion and grace. A challenge to seek first the Kingdom of God and to 

lay aside the things that this world has taught us to value. A challenge that is difficult, a 

challenge that is costly.   

 The words of Christ in today’s lectionary text are much like the discussion of quanto that 

I experienced in South America. They outline the challenging and difficult cost of discipleship, 

but at the same time, they offer a reminder that we need not bare this cost alone. A reminder that 

God loves us, walks with us, and is full of understanding and forgiveness when we fall short. A 

reminder that nothing can separate us from the love of God and the hope that is ours in Christ our 

Lord.  

 

Amen 

  


