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Luke 12:49-53 

 

 

 Many of you know that during the summer I spend time planning my 

preaching schedule and topics for the whole year ahead.  So I came up with the 

idea of this sermon series last summer, and along about Wednesday of this week, I 

wish I hadn’t.  I tell you, it has given me no small amount of indigestion.   

 

 I chose the topic of “tough stuff” because I wanted us to look together at the 

things that lead the world to crucify Jesus.  I wanted us to explore the things that 

he did that were deemed so threatening to the powers-that-be.  But what I 

rediscovered this week while writing the sermon, is that the things that he said way 

back then that stirred things up and threatened people, still stir things up and 

threaten us today.  They made the people squirm back then, and let me warn you 

from the get go, they will make you squirm today and in the weeks ahead - all 

during Lent. 

 

 I read this week about a pastor who, after many years of ministry, went back 

to school to get some training in conflict management and mediation.  After he had 

finished the course, he started to deal differently with things at his church.  Where 

before he had always tried to make things nice and get everyone to get along, now 

he would let there be conflict and try to help the church get through it instead of 

avoid it.  And you know what one parishioner said to him?  “I liked it better when 

you fixed everything for us!”  (On-line, Bloomingcactus.com, “Not Peace But a 

Sword”) 

 

 In some ways, we would rather have that kind of Jesus as well, wouldn’t we?  

We like the “gentle Jesus, meek and mild,” the Jesus of “amazing grace,” the Jesus 

who is the good shepherd, the healer, the one who never stops looking for us when 

we go astray.  We’re comfortable with that Jesus.  He makes us feel good, feel 

loved, feel accepted and forgiven. 

 

 The Jesus in today’s Gospel lesson - well, I don’t think we’re so comfortable 

with him.  We’re not used to Jesus losing his patience.  We’re not used to his harsh 

words - “I came to bring fire to the earth.”  “I have not come to bring peace, but 

rather division!”  One pastor commented that we like sermons that comfort the 

disturbed, but we’re not so crazy about sermons that “disturb the comfortable.” 

 

 And friends, this is one of them!   
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 To understand what Jesus is saying in this passage, we have to remember 

where he is, and from whence he has come.  When Jesus was baptized by John in 

the River Jordan, he heard the voice of his Father saying, “This is my beloved Son.”  

From that moment on, he knew who he was and what he was called to do.  After 

his baptism, he then went into the wilderness for forty days and forty nights where 

he faced temptation after temptation by the devil. 

 

 When he came out of the wilderness, his years of ministry began.  You have 

to remember that we’re talking about a three year period now - three years of 

ministry between his baptism and his death.  One of the first places he went after 

being in the wilderness was back to his hometown of Nazareth.  And one of the 

first places he went there was the synagogue on the Sabbath day.  The scriptures 

tell us that when he got there, he stood up to read and was given the scroll of the 

prophet Isaiah, and from that he read these words, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon 

me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to 

proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 

oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

 

 That was his mission from God, that would be his ministry - and for the next 

three years, that’s what he did.  He traveled all over, caring for people, talking 

with them, reaching out to them, healing them.  The Gospels are filled with those 

stories - they are wonderful stories and they fill us with peace and hope and 

assurance. 

 

 But there comes a point in Jesus’ journey, where the scripture says, he 

turned his face toward Jerusalem - in other words, to the end of the road.  He knew 

the tide was turning, he knew that opposition was increasing, he knew the people in 

power were feeling threatened by him - he knew the end was coming.  And yet, 

with determination to fulfill his Father’s will, he turned his face toward Jerusalem 

and kept on going. 

 

 And that is the point at which we find him in this morning’s lesson - in that 

part of his journey.  So, now, do you see why his tone has changed?  Do you 

understand his sense of urgency, even his impatience, as he talks?  He has to be 

urgent and impatient, there’s not much time left.  He’s pleading with the people to 

be passionate doers of the Word, not laid back observers.  He’s seen enough of that.  

Now, he’s literally trying to light a fire under them, to stir things up, to push them 

into being the kind of people God called them to be, and to do the things God wants 

them to do.  And he tells them that if they do it, it will be costly.  It may even put 

a wedge between them and those they love. 

 

 My friends, Jesus’ words are as much for us today as they were so many 

years ago.  We are called to be passionate people of God - passionate - people on fire 
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for the Lord and for the life God wants for this world.  People who take a stand for 

what is right and just.  People who reach out in radical ways to the last, the lost 

and the least.  People who are on fire with zeal for mission and ministry. 

 

 When I started to think about whether Jesus would be as impatient with us 

as he was with those around him that day, I started to squirm.  Maybe he would 

be.  Are we the passionate church he wants us to be?  The passionate Christians 

he wants us to be?  Are we reaching out in radical, life-changing ways to people 

who are last, lost and least?  Are we on fire for mission and ministry? 

 

 How would you answer those questions for your life today?  For us as a 

church today?  Those are the kinds of questions that kept me on the edge of my 

seat this week.  John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, once commented that 

when he preached, he set himself on fire and people came to watch him burn. 

 

 Do people come to watch as burn, as individuals, or as this church?  I hope 

so, but I think sometimes the answer might be, not so much. 

 

 Like people throughout the ages, I think we shy away from the kind of 

passionate, radical lifestyle Jesus is talking about, for at least a couple of reasons.  

One is that, we’re comfortable with the ways things are.  A pastor by the name of 

Edward Markquart wrote pointedly about that, when he said, “The great 

temptation of Christianity is always to have sugar coated Christianity with a sugar 

coated gospel, with a sugar coated cross, and to eliminate this great call to 

discipleship for the world.  Our greatest temptation is that the cares, riches and 

pleasures of this life become more important than the call of Jesus Christ.  And so 

the security of family and friends and jobs and homes and vacations become more 

important to us than Christ and his mission.  The result is watered down wine . . . 

it is middle class Christianity, it is complacent Christianity, it is comfortable 

Christianity.  Come and sit in our soft padded pews and worship Jesus Christ with 

your personal style of music and comfort.  (On-line, Edward Markquart, “Christ 

Brings Division”) 

 

 Ouch!  That hurts to hear, but is there some truth in it that we need to hear?  

Isn’t it true that to reach out with passionate, radical, sacrificial love and care in 

the name of Jesus Christ will (not might) but will take us out of our comfort zone, 

out of the church, out into difficult places maybe facing difficult people?   

 

 And if it’s not discomfort that keeps us from answering Jesus’ call, it is fear.  

Plain and simple.  It’s scary to be radical in our discipleship, to be in unfamiliar 

surroundings and unfamiliar situations, to witness to our faith to someone else, to 

dig deep and give so that others in want can have, to sacrifice something of 

ourselves.  It is scary, and it’s especially scary knowing, as Jesus says, that it could 

drive a wedge between us and others.  So sometimes fear keeps us from answering 
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this call of Jesus on our lives. 

 

 I know that it was fear that kept me from doing something back when I was 

in seminary, that to this day, I’m sorry I didn’t do.  I was in seminary in the mid 

80's when the fight against apartheid in South Africa was at its peak.  Wesley 

Seminary is not far up Massachusetts Avenue from the South African embassy.  

Every day, during that fight, people would protest in front of that embassy, and 

everyday the police would come and arrest them.  One day, the seminary 

community decided to take a stand against the inhumanity of apartheid, and the 

students, faculty and staff were invited to protest at the embassy.  Many, many 

members of the community went, but I did not go.  I was too afraid.  I knew I 

would get arrested, and even though it wouldn’t mean jail time or a serious criminal 

record, I was too afraid.  And I stayed home.  And I regret it to this day - because 

those protests along with so many other acts of passionate, radical witness 

eventually brought apartheid in South Africa to an end.  Sometime it’s fear that 

keeps us from doing what Jesus asks.  

 

 One of our denomination’s most gifted Bishops is a woman named Mary Ann 

Swenson.  She found herself wrestling with this very subject one day, and she 

confessed that she was not being the kind of disciple Jesus was asking her to be.  

She was too comfortable, and she was spending too much of her ministry pushing 

papers and doing other administrative things.  Jesus’ impatient urgings made her 

squirm, so she made a decision to change her ways.  It was the year 2000, and she 

made a promise to the Lord that she would spend a thousand hours that year in 

direct, hands-on service to the poor, the hungry, children, those in prison, and 

refugees.  When you break that down, that’s 20 hours a week! 

 

 And she did it.  She spent nights with homeless families, played with 

children while their parents worked in community kitchens, served meals in 

homeless shelters, visited prisons and youth facilities, and did so many other 

passionate, and what seem to be “radical” things. She said that the whole 

experience “helped me focus and stay centered on myself on who I am as a disciple 

of Jesus.”  (On-line, Bishop Mary Ann Swenson, May 13, 2000) 

 

 Now, I’m not saying that every one of us has to do something like that, but I 

am saying that everyone of us needs to ask ourselves questions like, “If we met 

Jesus face to face today, how would we answer him if he asked about our 

discipleship?  Could we tell him that people had seen his fire burning in our hearts, 

in our lives and in our actions, individually, or as the church?  Or would we have to 

confess that we were too comfortable or too afraid to answer his call on our lives? 

 

 As the sermon title says, this is tough stuff.  And you can see why Jesus 

made people mad.  He couldn’t leave well enough alone.  He couldn’t let the 

powers that be have their way, and let their ways of doing things stand.  He 
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couldn’t let them continue to turn away from those who were hurting.  He couldn’t 

let them hoard power, and hurt people.  He wouldn’t let them continue to think 

that following the letter of the law was okay.  He just couldn’t stand back and 

watch evil happen - so he took a stand, he lived by love, he was passionate about 

justice and righteousness for all God’s people, and in the end, it cost him his life. 

 

 I know that I’m going to be thinking about these words of Jesus for a while - 

they just won’t go away.  I’m going to be thinking about my own life, and the life of 

our church - and whether or not I, and we, are “on fire” for Jesus and for the people 

He loves the way we’re supposed to be.  And if I’m not, and if we’re not, I pray that 

together we will have the courage to step out in faith and do a new thing - really be 

the people God created us to be, and do the things God so desperately wants us to do 

- no matter what the cost.  May it be so. 

 

       Amen.  


