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President Harry Truman once made a trip to the old west town of Tombstone, 

Arizona. Ghosts of the famous and notorious alike crowd the streets of Tombstone, 

people like Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday. When Truman returned from Tombstone, 

though, he didn't talk about the legendary heroes. Instead he recalled the words 

engraved on the headstone of a simple man buried at Boot Hill. The inscription read: 

"Here lies Jack Williams. He done all he could."  

Luke, in our scripture reading this morning, says that Jesus is on the way to 

Jerusalem. A large crowd of supporters accompanies him. Jesus knows trouble waits at 

the end of the journey. His popularity is limited to the north around the Sea of Galilee. 

The joyous attitude demonstrated by his companions does not extend to Jerusalem. In 

that great urban center, the Lord has highly motivated enemies, not enthusiastic friends. 

Those enemies will plot his arrest, trial, and death by crucifixion. Jesus has so informed 

his closest followers, the apostles, but they have yet to grasp the significance. The 

entourage of camp followers accompanying Jesus and the twelve are totally clueless. 

They think this trip to Jerusalem is a circus parade, when, in fact, it is the front end of 

the Jesus’ funeral procession.  

Imagine the scene. A couple hundred people stir a cloud of dust as they head 

south on the unpaved road. Jesus takes the lead. His apostles come next. James and 

John, the most ambitious ones, assume positions to his right and left. Occasionally, 

other apostles push and shove until they walk next to Jesus for a mile or two. Then 
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James and John reassert themselves. Each time the group passes through a village 

their numbers swell with enthusiastic local fans of the Lord. They know his reputation as 

a preacher and healer. These folks never intend traveling all the way to Jerusalem. 

They just want to be part of the parade. They drop out and return home after walking to 

the next village. 

It will make a great story for the grandchildren. "Did I ever tell you about the time 

I walked with Jesus. Yep, he came right down Main Street. His apostles were with him -- 

James and John, Peter and Andrew. I met them all. When I saw the crowd coming, I 

jumped up from the breakfast table and walked all the way to Magdala. Didn't get home 

that night until very late.” 

Jesus, walking at the head of the parade, overhears the chitchat. The 

enthusiastic crowd does not grasp the significance of this journey to Jerusalem. In a 

matter of days, Jesus will be arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane. He will pay the 

ultimate price for his ministry. There will also be a cost to the followers of the Christ. 

Stephen, the first deacon in the church, will be stoned to death for teaching of God's 

love in Christ Jesus. Several of the apostles will be martyred. Paul, who wrote much of 

the New Testament, will be tormented, ridiculed, arrested, imprisoned, beaten, and 

finally put to death for being a follower. For the next couple centuries, many Christians 

will worship in secret simply to avoid arrest. In the Roman world before the time of 

Emperor Constantine, being a Christian required more than attending church a couple 

times a month. Declaring for Christ opened the possibility of becoming the lunch special 

for the lions in the Roman arena. 
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As the crowd walks toward Jerusalem, they have given little thought to the cost of 

being followers of Jesus. Those folks are enthusiastic about this nice religious 

procession, but they are clueless about the demands of the faith. Jesus tells them they 

must give serious thought to their walk with God. He reminds them that no one in their 

right mind starts to build a tower without calculating how much it is going to cost to 

complete it. No monarch decides to go to war without first determining whether it is 

possible to win the war. In that same way, they must count the cost of faith. 

That cost, Jesus insists, is very high. “So therefore, none of you can become my 

disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.” "Whoever does not carry the cross 

and follow me cannot be my disciple.” In fact, following the Christ means your family 

may be a lesser priority than your faith at times. Ultimately, you will have to turn your 

back on your family. (That, incidentally, is what it means when it says to "hate" your 

mother and father.) 

In our time declaring for Christ seems to cost little. Go to church on occasion. 

Learn whether they say the Lord's Prayer with "debts and debtors" or "trespasses and 

trespassers." Read the Bible every once in a while. Not much to this being a Christian. 

Dr. Wil Willimon, the former chaplain of Duke University who later went on to be 

elected Bishop of Mississippi, tells a story about his experience in this.  

A very angry parent phoned him one day. "I hold you personally responsible for 

this," the father said. "I have spent an enormous amount of money for my daughter to 

get a degree in mechanical engineering and now she wants to throw it all away and do 

mission work for the Presbyterians in Haiti. Can you imagine? A trained engineer 
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digging ditches in Haiti!" "Now how is that my fault?" Dr. Willimon responded. "What did 

I do?" 

"I'll tell you what you did," the now shouting father answered. "You ingratiated 

yourself to her, filled her head with all that religious stuff. She likes you. That's why she 

is doing this. I hold you personally responsible." 

"Now look here," the increasingly defensive future bishop responded. "You had 

her baptized in the church. You read her Bible stories. You took her to Sunday school. 

You were the one who paid for her to go on mission trips with the youth group. It's your 

fault that she took that stuff so seriously and she now wants to go into ministry." 

"I know, I know," the once-angry and now-grieving father lamented. "But we didn't 

want her to be a minister. All we wanted was for her to be a Presbyterian!"   

New York Times columnist David Brooks, in his fourth book The Road to 

Character, talks about two sets of virtues that we spend our lives pursuing: resume 

virtues and eulogy virtues. While not a complicated concept in theory, it might be more 

difficult to grasp in practice.  

Brooks makes the argument that we spend most of our life and energy focused 

on resume values, the honors and accolades that make us look good to our family, 

friends and ultimately to the world. Yes, the things that bolster our resumes and make 

us good at our jobs. Eulogy virtues are the things that they say about us after we’re 

gone: honest, courageous, brave, capable of great love. But Brooks argues that we’re 

clearer about how to have a great career than about how to have character.  

For instance, in the 1950’s a group of sociologists asked high school 

sophomores, “Are you a very important person?” 12 percent responded yes. They did 
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the survey again in the 2000’s, once again asking high school sophomores if they were 

“a very important person.” This time, 80 percent answered yes. Needless to say, the 

values in our culture have shifted greatly in a generation. 

It’s like a colleague and friend for whom I have high regard who leads a large 

church in our denomination. He is almost exactly a year older and we did our doctoral 

work together. We were together a few years ago sharing about life as a Senior Minister 

in a large church versus life as an Associate Minister. And he commented: “It’s funny. 

When I go to meetings and conferences, I don’t have to knock on anyone’s proverbial 

door or get noticed for the next career move. There’s no more ladder for me to climb; 

I’ve achieved it. Now I can just focus on being the best pastor and leader I can be.”  

I remember being struck by the depth of his insight, and the other colleagues in 

the room and I had wonderful conversation about the great freedom found in this 

realization. To think of it in the framework of David Brooks: my colleague had 

discovered that his search for resume virtues was over. He can spend the rest of his life 

focusing on eulogy virtues. He can make his life really count for something. He doesn’t 

have to worry about climbing some proverbial ladder, rather, he can focus on his legacy.  

In the framework that Jesus offers us in today’s reading, my colleague has laid 

the foundation and can now build and finish whatever he dreams of building.  

When I think of Naples United Church of Christ and the more than 1,200 people 

who make up our membership, one of the words that comes to mind is legacy. While we 

are nowhere near as old as some churches in our denomination, we are one of the 

strongest. You will see signs of that vitality when the Enrichment Brochure lands in your 

mailbox later this month. And this is the first summer in our church’s history that we’ve 
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had children’s time throughout the summer, thanks to Merrill & Lois and their boundless 

energy. In the first week of August, often one of the quietest months around here, we 

gave the check to Habitat for Humanity – Collier to fund the construction of eight homes 

in Immokalee. Your Clergy Team has engaged together in a book study about the 

changing landscape of Christianity today and how healthy churches respond to that. 

Your Long-Range Planning Committee is asking big, exciting questions about the future 

and how we might best position ourselves. Your Board of Trustees commissioned a 

Facility and Reserve study because those are the exciting things that Trustees do! No, 

because they want to be the best possible stewards of our resources and ensure that 

we are financially secure for the future (and, because of your generosity, we are!)  

So what will your legacy be? What are your eulogy virtues? In short, what will 

people say about you after you’re gone? Perhaps not always pleasant to think about, 

but here are some words of comfort for you: if you’re here this morning, or at one of our 

remote sites, or watching the archive of this service or listening to the podcast, that 

means you are alive! And it also means that you still have the opportunity to create a life 

filled with eulogy virtues. You can create a life that glorifies God, brings you joy and 

leaves a legacy. My friends, you have built the foundation; now finish what you want to 

build.  

 
 


