
 

Not too long ago I was spending time with some of our teenagers, and I 

unwrapped a plastic straw and stuck it in my drink. And immediately some of the 

teens shouted, “YOU’RE KILLING TURTLES!” 

 

Plastic straws have been in the news a lot over the past couple of years, from baby 

sea turtles digesting harmful bits of plastic to city-wide and even nation-wide bans 

on plastic straws. And maybe you’ve seen the video clip going around, a video clip 

from the Democratic presidential candidate town halls on climate change where 

Kamala Harris was asked about her position on banning plastic straws. Senator 

Harris said she thinks the U.S. should ban plastic straws, and then added: 

 

“I mean, look, I’m gonna be honest. It’s really hard to drink out of a paper straw, 

like if you don’t gulp it down immediately, it starts to bend, and then the little 

thing catches it, and then, y’know, so we’ve gotta kinda perfect that one a little bit 

more...”1 

 

When I heard that, I started think, Well, that’s part of the cost of caring about the 

earth and about future generations. We have to give up some of these comforts 

we’re used to. 

 

I know a lot of you are deeply curious about what my new married life is like, and 

some of you have asked specifically what it’s like to be married to a deep-thinking 

former philosophy professor. Well, this morning I’ll give you a little glimpse of 

our life together. 

 

Thomas and I happened to see that video clip about how flimsy paper straws are 

together while we were folding the laundry. And Thomas immediately started 

analyzing Senator Harris’s response in light of the entire environmental crisis. 

Even if we could go back in time and un-invent the plastic straw so that it never 

existed, it would have almost zero impact on the environment. There’s like 100 

 
1 Clip part of segment “Dems Lay Down Hard Truths About Climate Change,” The Late Show with Stephen Colbert, 

CBS, 5 September 2019. Available online: https://youtu.be/w3FBLKHG-9M (clip starts around 1:40) Accessed 7 

September 2019. 
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companies that are responsible for almost all harmful emissions.2 That’s the kind 

of thing we need to be talking about if we’re actually going to change anything; 

we shouldn’t be spending all this time and energy arguing about straws... 

 

What the philosoraptor said got me thinking again about the whole “cost of caring 

about the earth” thing. I mean, yes, it’s good to give up our creature comforts in 

order to save the sea turtles and clean up the planet, even when our personal 

impact is small. It’s wonderful and important to find the little changes we can each 

make in our daily lives in order to “do our part” for the earth. We, individually, 

should keep doing that. 

 

But if we really, truly, care, that’s not enough. The cost is greater. We have to make 

bigger lifestyle changes than just giving up straws and plastic bags. And we 

definitely have to learn about the big picture, and we have to use what power we 

have to get the people with more power to make the big changes that are needed to 

help us turn this car around and put us all on the road to a healthier future. Doing 

that work – that’s the real cost. 

 

If we focus on arguing about plastic straws and don’t ever get around to the bigger 

stuff, it’s like we’re underestimating the cost of being people who care about the 

earth. 

 

In today’s gospel reading Jesus talks about the cost of following him. It got me 

wondering: do we sometimes underestimate the cost of being a Christian? 

 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer worried that the church hardly ever mentioned that following 

Jesus does come with a cost. Instead, he heard preachers making God’s grace so 

easy that it changed nothing at all, offering messages like: “Of course you have 

sinned, but now everything is forgiven, so you can stay as you are and enjoy the 

consolations of forgiveness.”3 

 

But Bonhoeffer said that even though it seems like a contradiction, even God’s 

free gift of grace is a costly thing. It is costly, he said, because it confronts us, asks 

us to follow Jesus, to live in his way. It is grace because God is with us, 

 
2 According to a 2017 study by the Carbon Disclosure Project, 100 companies are responsible for about 70% of 

emissions; 25 companies are responsible for more than half. Tess Riley, “Just 100 companies responsible for 71% of 

global emissions, study says,” The Guardian, 10 July 2017. https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-

business/2017/jul/10/100-fossil-fuel-companies-investors-responsible-71-global-emissions-cdp-study-climate-change  

Accessed 7 September 2019. 

3 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, tr. Fuller, Booth. (London: SCM Press, 2015 ) p. 7. 

https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2017/jul/10/100-fossil-fuel-companies-investors-responsible-71-global-emissions-cdp-study-climate-change
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2017/jul/10/100-fossil-fuel-companies-investors-responsible-71-global-emissions-cdp-study-climate-change


compassionately helping us as we seek to follow Jesus; it is costly because it does 

ask us to change.4  

 

But I wonder: even when we do believe that God’s grace asks us to change and 

helps us to change – do we still underestimate the cost? 

 

What do you think of when you think of a “good Christian”? A lot of times that 

phrase makes us think of things like not using curse words, wearing cross 

necklaces, and going to church on Sundays. I hear a lot about getting Good 

Christian-angry about saying “Merry Christmas” instead of “Happy Holidays,” 

and praying in schools. We also think of things like donating items, doing service 

projects, and just generally being nice.  

 

But what does Jesus say is the cost of discipleship in today’s gospel reading? 

 

“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.” 

 

and 

 

“None of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.” 

 

Whoa, Jesus. That’s a really high cost. 

 

This is one of those passages that almost no Christian reads literally. Or, at least, 

we are quick to assume that these teachings don’t apply to us, but only to that 

crowd of people that was following Jesus around 2,000 years ago.  

 

Honestly, I think there might be some truth to that: after all, in the early days of the 

Church, many people were kicked out of their families for converting to 

Christianity, a new, weird faith. So for them, being a Christian really might have 

meant having to choose Jesus over family.  

 

But we shouldn’t let the kind of reasoning lead us away from taking Jesus’s 

teachings here to heart, even though it might make our hearts pound a little bit 

faster. It reminds us that following Jesus means more than just spending our 

Sunday mornings in worship, more than just giving away a little of our extra, even 

 
4 Bonhoeffer, p. 5. 



more than giving up some of our comforts to share the truth of the gospel or to 

help others. It means real sacrifice. Like, hard sacrifices, not just using-paper-

straws sacrifices. It means giving up things we want because it’s the thing God 

would want us to do – whether those things are sinful habits, material comforts, or 

social expectations. It means giving our whole lives to God. 

 

The ELCA’s tagline is “God’s work. Our hands.” and today is the ELCA-wide 

“God’s work. Our hands.” Sunday. So in addition to doing our special service 

project of collecting donations for Inspiritus, this is a good opportunity for us to 

think deeply about what it means for God to be doing God’s work through our 

hands. And today’s gospel reading reminds us that, of course, God wants to work 

not only through our hands, but through our whole lives: 

 

God’s work through our relationships. 

God’s work through our money. 

God’s work through our politics. 

God’s work through our time. 

God’s work through our talents. 

 

So let’s allow ourselves to be really confronted and challenged by Jesus’s 

teachings. Let’s count the cost of following Jesus. Let’s hope for the full, radical, 

transforming power of God’s grace in our lives. 

 

 

 


