
The Perilous Task of Leadership 
 

 At the heart of the gospel of Luke is a long journey Jesus takes with his 

disciples. He is on his way up from Galilee to Jerusalem to betrayal, suffering and 

death. On the way Jesus is trying to teach his disciples. Some of his teaching was 

frankly ominous. He predicts his death. He warns of coming judgment. He tells his 

disciples that they too are at risk in the days to come.  They will be attacked, 

imprisoned and worse.  This, of course, was not exactly what the disciples had in 

mind. They were looking forward to reigning with Jesus, not suffering with him! 

The gospels make it clear that they couldn’t grasp what he was saying; it was as if 

their ears were stuffed with cotton. 

Now, as far as Luke is concerned, Jesus is not just teaching his disciples. No. 

Luke’s readers, Christians several decades and indeed, many centuries removed 

from these events get to listen in on all these warnings and challenges.  For Luke 

the parables and other teachings were addressed to the community that would 

result from Jesus teachings, death, resurrection: his church. Us, in other words. 

 But Luke’s great journey narrative has more than dire warnings of death 

and suffering. It is, in fact, filled with some of the richest and most beautiful of 

Jesus’ parables: the parable of the Good Samaritan in chapter 10; the parable of 

the rich fool in chapter 12; the parable of the Great Banquet in chapter 14 and, of 



course the parables of the Lost Sheep, Lost Coins, and Lost Son in chapter 15. And 

there are more. Throughout this section of Luke, Jesus appears to relish his story 

telling; each one is more beautiful and provocative than the one before. In the 

passage assigned to me some months ago, these two aspects of Jesus’ teaching 

come together: his warnings and his story telling. The whole chapter of chapter 

12 is filled with stories of warning. At the beginning of the chapter Jesus warns 

them against worrying about public opinion and the threats of the powers that 

be. He tells them,  “don’t be afraid of those that merely can kill the body.” He 

says: “When you are brought before synagogues, rulers and authorities, do not 

worry about what you will say for the Holy Spirit will teach you at the time what 

you should say.” Follow me”, in other words, “and don’t worry about those 

merely human tribunals; they can only kill you!” The famous  parable of the Rich 

Fool follows this set of instructions: the story of a man who imagines his wealth 

and power will secure his life. But he is a fool. Money in the bank and grain in the 

barn mean nothing, Jesus says, if a person is not “rich toward God.” The things 

that human beings think will bring security and safety, Jesus warns, are nothing 

more than dangerous illusions. 

 Jesus follows all this up with a set of teachings more familiar from 

Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount. If, he says, you spend all your time worrying 



about security—how to guarantee your future, how to protect yourself from the 

violence and uncertainty of the world you are actually demonstrating your lack of 

trust in God. Whatever forces are ranged against you, Jesus insists, you should 

seek God’s kingdom first and foremost. “Do not be afraid, little flock,” he 

concludes, “for your father is pleased to give you the kingdom.” However poor 

and desperate you appear to be, Jesus tells them, you have everything you need. 

The father has already entrusted you with the kingdom—and that is your work. 

Do the work of the kingdom, proclaim and live the good news and don’t fret 

about the future, he tells us.  Ultimately no hostile authority, religious or secular, 

can harm you. You are safe in the hands of your good Father.  

 All this is the context for the parable read to us this morning—a parable of 

watchfulness. Throughout the journey Jesus has been trying to tell them he is 

going away. There will be a period he will not be with them. There is considerable 

debate as to how to understand what Jesus means here but that need not detain 

us. What is clear is that Jesus wants his disciples to be prepared to carry on in his 

absence, to continue the work of God’s kingdom and to be alert, aware, prepared 

to face the inevitable difficulties that his absence will create. In the first of the 

two parables, Jesus warns his disciples to be like good servants who are working 

hard even when their master is not there to keep an eye on them. That all seems 



clear enough, but Peter has a question for Jesus. “Lord, are you telling this 

parable to us or to everyone?” 

 It is a strange question, if you think about it. Who is “us”? The disciples? 

Jesus inner circle of followers? The crowds? And why is he even asking this? Is 

Peter like the student who asks the teacher after a particularly challenging 

lecture, “Is this going to be on the test?” Is Peter trying to get off the hook? Jesus 

follows up with a second parable that makes it absolutely clear that he is talking 

to the disciples and to all of us, especially all who aspire to some form of 

leadership in the community called church. In this parable the person called to 

watchfulness is not merely a “servant” but a “steward”. A steward was the person 

or persons the master left in charge while he or she was away. Think of Joseph 

who was put in charge first of Potipher’s household and later in charge of the 

whole of Egypt. This was the role Jesus foresaw for his disciples in his absence—

stewards of his kingdom. This parable is Jesus saying, in effect,  “I’m looking at 

your Peter.” And at us! 

Luke uses an unusual word here to refer to the household for which the 

steward has responsibility. Rather than the normal word, the English equivalent 

of “house” he uses a word that comes from the Greek work for “healing” or 

“care”. For Jesus and Luke the household here (and by extension the community 



called church) is not simply a place of residence and work but a place of health, a 

place of safety and wholeness. The steward is called to keep it that way. This 

particular steward, however, has made it anything but. He abuses the servants 

and squanders the resources of the household. He makes the household, the 

community an unsafe place, beating the male and female slaves and drinking up 

his master’s wine cellar! 

 Why would a steward do this? Perhaps the steward has begun to imagine 

that the household is his! These are his servants! This is his wine! It rather 

reminds me of the parable of the Wicked Tenant Farmers I preached on a few 

weeks ago. They imagined that by ignoring the pleas of the owner and killing his 

son and heir that they could take control of the vineyard. Jesus, of course, was 

there and is here is giving fair warning  to religious leaders, stewards of God’s 

loving community,  who abuse their trust and claim what is God’s as their own. In 

Mark 12 he warned that such leaders would be turfed out of their stewardship 

over the household of God. It seems clear that in both stories the steward here 

and the farmers in Mark 12 thought the master was not really returning. The 

vineyard, the household was no longer his but theirs. What does that suggest? 

There will come a time Jesus is warning when some stewards of the church  will 

no longer really believe in the kingdom of God. They will no longer be convinced 



that the kingdom of God was coming! As a result they will lose focus on their 

kingdom mission and focus on self-preservation and their own power. 

 Now, I am not talking about the Second Coming.  I don’t think Jesus was 

talking about the “end of the age” or anything like that. I think his concerns were 

more immediate. He was warning Peter what would happen both in the local 

church and the larger community when leaders like him forgot what it meant to 

live toward the kingdom of God; what would happen when the problems became 

insular and structural rather than profoundly missional. Here we get to the heart 

of Jesus’ mission and ministry—the good news he preached about in Nazareth in 

Luke 4—what nearly got him thrown off a cliff. The message of the kingdom, he 

told his hometown, was not simply about exalting Israel and punishing her 

enemies, it was about good news to the poor, freedom for prisoners, recovery of 

sight for the blind, freedom for the oppressed. It was not just about good things 

for the good people of Israel, but good things for foreign widows and enemy 

commanders—good things they thought belonged exclusively to them. Jesus’ 

hearers had gotten so used to the idea that they were the ones with the privilege 

and power that they were infuriated with the generosity of his message and 

responded accordingly. But Jesus, of course, simply walked away from them. 



 Brothers and sisters, this Jesus has a warning for those of us who aspire to 

lead—and, for that matter, for all of us. He asks, are we seeking first the kingdom 

of God, to proclaim Good News—to serve with poor, the prisoners, the blind and 

the oppressed or are we obsessed with our own comfort and security? Do we 

imagine the household is ours? Do we believe the master is not returning? Are we 

using God’s resources to heal and love or merely to protect our own position and 

power? Do we fear God—or human beings? Remember that before his death 

some Jewish rulers were so afraid of the Romans taking away their place in 

leadership, their sources of power and wealth, that they thought it expedient to 

get rid of Jesus. In the long run it didn’t work. The Romans would come and 

destroy the city some forty years later. The Sadducees, the religious leaders most 

responsible for the temple, the ritual and the leadership of the community, would 

entirely disappear from Israel’s history.  

 Perhaps some of you remember the movie The Mission. It tells the story of 

a group of Jesuit missionaries who made a perilous journey into the mountains of 

Latin America to evangelize the Guarani Indians. They faced martyrdom and 

tragedy but were able to establish a series of missions in the mountains that were 

successful in both the spiritual and material senses. The success of the mission did 

not please the Portuguese and Spanish grandees in the lowlands. Not only did the 



Jesuits resist their effort to make the Guarani slaves, their missions were 

competing with their plantations and costing them money. In far off Europe the 

politics of Portugal, Spain and the Vatican also began to cause trouble. The power 

of the Jesuits was feared and resented even in Catholic circles and powerful rulers 

wanted the Pope to rein them in. And so a delegate from Rome came to Latin 

America, ostensibly to decide the issue of the Jesuits and their missions, but in 

reality, he already had his instructions—the missions had to go. The colonists 

needed their slaves; the competition needed to be quashed. 

 At the center of the film is one of the Jesuit missionaries and a former 

solider and slave trader whom the missionary converted from his life of violence 

and abuse. They come down from the mountains to defend the Guarani and their 

mission. When they present a young Guarani who sings beautifully, an angry 

colonist says that even a monkey can be trained to do tricks! Although the papal 

legate is moved by the missions, he tells them they have to disband. The Guarani 

are dumbfounded, and the missionaries outraged. They vow to resist. When the 

army comes up the mountain with cannon and muskets the former soldier and 

slave trader works with the Guarani to prepare to fight. The Jesuit missionary , 

however, argues for non-violent resistance. But in the end the army slaughters 



both the fighters and the group of women and children singing hymns while the 

missionary carries the blessed sacrament before them.  

 At the end of the movie as the report of the slaughter is communicated to 

the Papal legate one of the colonists says sadly, “We must work in the world; the 

world is thus.” The legate replies, “No, thus have we made the world. Thus have I 

made it.” The movie was based on actual events of 1750. A treaty between Spain 

and Portugal meant the transfer of land from the former to the latter and 

required the destruction of the missions. And that is exactly what happened.  And 

it is remembered with resentment in Latin America to this day. How did this 

happen? The Vatican had forgotten that the vineyard was not theirs. Its task was 

not placating the kings of Portugal and Spain or the colonists of Latin America or 

securing their own power and might, but serving the poor, the prisoners, the 

blind, and the oppressed. First Covenant friends we have done, we are doing, 

some amazing things. But it is so easy as we go forward to forget out mission!  

Let’s never forget that our task at First Covenant is not our own comfort--not 

even our own survival. Self-preservation is not a part of the Christian gospel. No, 

we are about the work of love, service and hope that God has given us. As 

disciples we are called to that uncomfortable task of picking up our cross and 

following Jesus—even to death.  



 Why is Christianity declining so rapidly in Europe and now in the United 

States? One could cite all kinds of reasons, some more persuasive than others. 

But I would suggest that the real reason is that the church has forgotten its 

mission to proclaim God’s kingdom. It has become insular; obsessed with self-

preservation; threatened by outsiders and hard questions. It has attenuated its 

message of salvation to a self-centered individualism that suggests all that 

matters is my personal fate, the rest of the world be damned. But this is an 

inadequate understanding of the Good News. Jesus’ gospel was rooted in the 

prophets, especially in Isaiah who anticipated a New Heavens and a New Earth.  

“The wolf and the lamb,” Isaiah declared, “will feed together, and the lion will eat 

straw like the ox, but dust will be the serpent’s food. They will neither hurt nor 

destroy on all my holy mountain.” God intends to make everything new! To make 

peace, to bring wholeness and we are stewards of this message. We are not to 

live in fear. We are not to obsess over self-preservation. We are not to horde our 

resources for ourselves. We are stewards of the kingdom! We are citizens of the 

New Heavens and the New Earth! We are partners with God in making all things 

new! 

 I don’t know what the future holds for us or for Christianity as a whole. But 

we do not need to be afraid. We have been called to live toward the kingdom of 



God—to feed the hungry, liberate the oppressed, care for the sick and suffering 

and proclaim the good news of the God who in love of his creation will make all 

things new through Christ; the God who raised Jesus Christ from the dead and will 

raise us from the dead when the kingdom comes in its fullness. And this God has 

called us into partnership! So, as Jesus instructed, do not fear those who can 

merely kill you! Love the God who is able to raise you to new life. Thanks be to 

God. 

I close with those words we read from 1 Peter 4:7-11. 


