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As human beings we have a long history of setting up  - us versus them.  
 
We seem to look for ways to buoy our perspectives up, to shoot down the other (whether 
literally or figuratively), and to use whatever language and conceptual ideas at our disposal to 
do so. Particularly when we are fearful, overwhelmed or disappointed. 
 

John Wesley that 18th century, an Anglican Clergyman, founder of the Methodist 
movement with his brother Charles, would regularly refer to these verses in Isaiah 5:1-7. 
- Isaiah’s song of disappointment. 
 
In the years between 1748 and 1788 he would preach as an itinerant in England saying 
that the nation was a recipient of God’s care and blessing  
But were returning this with corruption, violence, and exploitation (“wild grapes”). 
Wesley called for a change of heart and a conversion to the ways of Christ, while he 
established the Methodist movement.  
 
However a later sermon shows Wesley now applying these words of bitter 
disappointment to the Methodist movement itself. 
 
He speaks of the great promise he saw in the people called Methodists and understood 
this promise as an abundance of God’s care and grace, but then he turned it into a bitter 
lament reflecting Wesley’s own disappointments in the state of the Methodist 
movement. He accuses the Methodists of returning God’s care with harvest of wild 
grapes: ingratitude, lack of discipline, self-advancement, and lack of attention to the 
poor.”  
 
(page 819-820, notes on Isaiah 5:1-7 in The Wesley Study Bible, published by Abindgon 
Press) 
 
 

In every time, especially during societal upheaval, it is so easy for us to look around for 
scapegoats to blame for our disappointments or disillusionments.  
 
In his most recent book on Leadership, “Leadership without easy Answers” Ronald Heifitz, 
describes times when social systems are in a state of disequilibrium.  
That is when there is a stress that generates a climate of urgency.  
A sense that if we don’t act or change it might be too late!  
 
Unfortunately, often these things work against each other, the disequilibrium needed for any 
system to change creates a stress, that often causes the system to work against change. 



In their efforts to settle back to what is known – and a felt sense of peace, they fail to adapt to 
the new reality.  
 
Ron Heifetz writes that  
 
“Human beings resist the pain, anxiety and conflict that accompany a sustained interaction with 
the problem at hand and the changes it demands.” 
 
And 
 
“we resist by holding onto past assumptions, blaming authority, scapegoating, externalizing the 
enemy, denying the problem, jumping to conclusions, or finding a distracting issue 
 
[all in an effort to] restore stability and feel less stressful than facing and taking responsibility 
for a complex challenge” 
 
We see this on a global scale with climate change: 

- There are those who: 
-  look back in history to find other times of increase heat to prove that its not a reality 
- Who wait for government to take the first steps and blame them when they don’t 
- Who continue to operate with prior societal consumerist values, taking more than 

needed and discarding what is no longer desired. 
 

- When we could be asking:  
o What is the small part I can play?  
o How can I cultivate a daily respect for Earth, and respect for every living thing? 
o How can I recycle more? 
o How can I eat less meat? 
o How can I drive my car less?  

(Karen Armstrong’s new book Sacred Nature, provides some spiritual practices that could help 
us to reconnect with the spiritual side of nature and help us to contend with the climate crisis 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/jul/13/sacred-nature-by-karen-armstrong-review-
back-to-the-garden) 
 
In September we will be entering Creation Season – a Season designated by mainline churches 
(the Anglican Communion, Lutheran, United) to bring us individually and collectively to a place 
of humility and reflection about the ways that we have honoured and dishonoured Earth – our 
Island home.  
 
 
 
 
 



It’s interesting that in our lection today, this ancient text from First Isaiah, is paired with these 
harder words of Jesus – on baptism by fire! 

 
Which later in Europe came to refer to someone who is learning something the hard 
way through a challenge or difficulty. 

 
It’s an elemental text: fire, water and wind are mentioned. The words given to Jesus by Luke are 
ones that speak of origin: “I came to bring…” The broader personality of Jesus is being laid out 
by the priorities established by his divine purpose. He speaks of fire — not of destruction, but of 
initiation: “I have a baptism with which to be… “ Then he speaks about divisions within family 
units before then urging his followers to see the signs of the times the same way they would 
read the weather systems approaching them.  
 
In a sense, this text can be understood as a coaching session to reluctant disciples, a coaching 
session urging them not to be afraid of speaking out what they hold as most precious, and of 
being together with others who think differently, even if it leads to internal tension.  
 
(Pádraig Ó Tuama, The Spirituality of Conflict:  
https://www.spiritualityofconflict.com/pdfs/readings/382_twentieth-sunday-in-ordinary-
time.pdf) 
 
Jesus as Wisdom teacher is urging us not to settle for an easy peace.  
 

You know that easy answer in our global competitions of Miss World, Mr Universe –  
What do you hope will be achieved in your time? “World Peace” and everyone 
applauds.  

 
Jesus is calling us to be aware of the peace-making process, that requires something from every 
individual in the broader collective – in a family unit, in a community, in a society.  
 
And it starts with us, cultivating an ability to be with difference and realizing the potential 
present in conflicting ideas.  
 
A few thoughts on why we find being with difference hard:  
 

(1) First there is in each of us unresolved memories or energies that we have internalized 
throughout our childhoods and our lives. For some of us they are small ‘t’ traumas and 
for others they are capitol ‘T’ Traumas. Things that happened that stirred us emotionally 
and we buried them without dealing with them.  
 

 As we go through our days, we encounter many things, people and situations. Some 
 pass through us and we don’t even respond. We see a tree, we notice a car, we enter a 
 conversation. And we walk on as if nothing happened. But every now and then, some 
 thing or person or situation sticks to us, it gets us going. Our heart rates go up, our 



 minds get filled with chatter and defences, our emotions get all worked up, we may 
 even find ourselves getting very angry (FIRE!).  
 
 It’s a curious thing. And our work is the work of self-awareness, of self-observation, of 
 acceptance, of letting go. Not easy work. But so important. 
 
 When we are in a sea of different opinions, things seem to stick to us more often.  
 Because we are afraid we won’t be heard, that our needs won’t be met, that our ideas 
 will be rejected, that we won’t be liked or accepted anymore.  
 
 (Ideas from The Untethered Soul, by Michael Singer)  
 

(2) Second it is hard to be around difference because it challenges our values.  
These presuppositions that we hold just below the surface that we attempt to live by. 
When others propose something different, we are often quick to disagree because 
something deeper in us gets stirred, that requires some deep work to reason through.  
It asks us not to focus on the what, but on the why?  
 
In this time of war between Russia and the Ukraine, we see nations wrestling with the 
values between arming up, defend ourselves – particularly with the use of nuclear 
weapons… Or leaning into the value of mutual vulnerability.  
 
Trusting that each other will be just as hesitant to use nuclear power because of our 
own sense of human fragility and survival.  
 
(Ideas from Leadership without easy answers, by Ron Heifetz) 
 
I guess these values can be applied to how we engage in conversation with each other 
around our difference as well. Do we arm up, defending ourselves, or do we listen, 
realizing that we are all vulnerable, each one doing the best they can? 
 

 
We have work to do. 
 
As individuals – not to scapegoat by getting more comfortable with being with difference, and 
to reflect on our own values in the light of the issues before us. 
 
As a community – we can lean into the potential among us because we represent a diversity of 
ideas and needs. To learn to listen, open to other, find middle ways together. 
 
As a society – facing the reality of climate change and receiving the diversity of cultures and 
genders as gift.  
 
 



I would like to end with Nan Merril’s paraphrase of Psalm 80 verse 12: 
 
In the NRSV it reads: Why have you broken down its wall, 
so that all who pass by pluck off its grapes? 
 
Nan writes:  

“Be our strength as we break down walls 
that separate and divide; 

 let not fear pluck away the gifts we would share” 
  
Amen.  
 
 
 


