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“I read the Luke passage for August 14. Yuck. Sorry. Do you want
to pick something else?”

That’s the text I got from our beloved pastor a couple of weeks ago. Now, in
pastor Lori’s defense, she asked me months ago if I would preach today and
told me about how we’d be following the lectionary through Luke for most
of the summer and that the lectionary assigned Luke 12:49-56 to today. I
immediately went to the passage and thought to myself…huh. Well. This
should be fun.

If you didn’t grow up in a church with a liturgical form of worship, the
lectionary can seem kind of a strange thing. The Revised Common
Lectionary, used by lots of United Methodist, Presbyterian, Lutheran,
Episcopal, and other churches, assigns various scripture readings for each
Sunday of the year to help congregations hear a whole lot of the Bible in a
three year period; after three years, the cycle repeats. Each Sunday typically
has a reading from the Hebrew Bible, a reading from one of the New
Testament letters like Romans or 1 Corinthians, a Psalm, and a Gospel
Reading. During different church seasons, like Christmas or Lent, the
readings are tied to the seasons.
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The RCL also ties closely to the readings used for Sunday Mass by our
Roman Catholic sisters and brothers; it’s one of the many ways that
Christians across denominations have come together to try to unite where
we can, thinking wouldn’t it be cool if we all talked about the same stories in
worship on the Lord’s Day?

Now if you have any experience with non-liturgical worship or were a part
of a church where the pastor just decided from week to week what to
preach on, a lectionary can seem like a strange beast as pastors and
worship planners seemingly get locked in to working with specific chunks of
the Bible throughout the year. But the lectionary can also be a breath of
fresh air and can push pastors out of the stories and passages they love the
most and tend to rely on and are comfortable with and into unfamiliar
territory.

Of course, as we’re about to see, the lectionary can really push us into
passages that can make us squirm.

Let’s remember quickly where we are in Luke’s gospel. The movement
around Jesus had been growing slowly but steadily as Jesus preached and
healed his way toward Jerusalem.  At this point Jesus had called twelve
disciples and shortly after that sent out seventy-two people to preach and
to heal and there were crowds and crowds of people who seemed to
materialize everywhere Jesus went, like the crowd of thousands Jesus had
just fed with a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish in the middle of the
wilderness. Luke 12 begins with a crowd of thousands gathered in front of
Jesus, so thick that they couldn’t help but trample on each other and we
find ourselves in the middle of a long teaching time with Jesus when we
read these words:

49-53 “I’ve come to start a fire on this earth—how I wish it were
blazing right now! I’ve come to change everything, turn everything
rightside up—how I long for it to be finished! Do you think I came
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to smooth things over and make everything nice? Not so. I’ve
come to disrupt and confront! From now on, when you find five in
a house, it will be—

Three against two,
and two against three;

Father against son,
and son against father;

Mother against daughter,
and daughter against mother;

Mother-in-law against bride,
and bride against mother-in-law.”

54-56 Then he turned to the crowd: “When you see clouds coming in
from the west, you say, ‘Storm’s coming’—and you’re right. And
when the wind comes out of the south, you say, ‘This’ll be a hot
one’—and you’re right. Frauds! You know how to tell a change in
the weather, so don’t tell me you can’t tell a change in the season,
the God-season we’re in right now.

What do we do with this Jesus?

If Jesus really wanted to start a movement, this probably isn’t the soundbite
that he would want plastered on posters or shouted from the rooftops. I
have come to cast fire upon the earth and oh I wish it were already blazing.
Peace? You think I’ve come to bring peace. No, a sword. A sword that will
divide you from that which you hold most dear. Why can’t you see it? The
signs are all around, even now.

Prophets aren’t very good at marketing, whether the Old Testament kind or
the ones who stand on downtown street corners with megaphones. They’re
loud. Obnoxious. Confrontational. Distracting. They interrupt and annoy.
And they have a look about them, a look that isn’t welcoming or comforting.
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No, this can’t be the way that Jesus wants to launch into full-blown stardom.
And we can’t be the only ones thinking that.

Think how excited the disciples must have been at this point. Remember,
Jesus sent them out to heal people and they were actually able to do it and
then they came back together and along with the huge crowds around
them, they must have been anxiously waiting to see what was next. What
was Jesus going to do now? What would he say in front of this huge crowd?

A fire is coming, and I wish it was already blazing. I didn’t come to bring
peace, but division, even in your house, divided from your family, the ones
you love, the ones closest to you.

What do we do with this Jesus?

This isn’t the Jesus I typically picture. I picture Jesus much more welcoming,
cozy looking white cotton robe, standing on the perfectly green hillside with
just the right smile on his face, arms outstretched to the crowd, telling them
to come and follow.

This is not that Jesus. There’s a fire in this Jesus’ eye, a tone to his voice. A
harshness. Gone is the gentleness. This Jesus is like the Hebrew prophets,
ready to watch the world burn and even call the fire from the sky himself.

What do we do with this Jesus?

The beautiful thing about working our way through a single gospel together
this summer is that we get to see the way that the author of this gospel laid
out the story and put the pieces together. The first thing that Jesus does as
an adult in Luke’s gospel is walk into his hometown synagogue on the
Sabbath and read in front of the congregation that day’s lectionary, which
happened to be some prophetic words from Isaiah about how God was
going to send someone to preach good news to the poor and release to
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captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free and
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. For many Jewish folks in Jesus’ day,
these words came to be associated with a coming Messiah who would free
the people from Roman oppression. Jesus stood up and read them in his
hometown synagogue and then sat down and as the congregation began to
discuss the day’s reading, he said, “Today, these words have been fulfilled in
your hearing.”

I’m the one, Jesus said. This is my job. I’m the one God is sending to make
this happen. And a couple millenia later, we’re quick to pick up on things
like breaking oppression and bringing release to captives and healing and
that all sounds well and good, but we skip over the first part, about this
message of Jesus’ being good news for the poor. And if it’s good news for
the poor, it might not be good news for the wealthy and it’s definitely not
good news for the oppressors and it’s definitely not good news for the ones
who help maintain the status quo that leads to such oppression, whether
they support that status quo actively or simply by pretending it doesn’t
exist.

If we’ve been paying attention to Luke’s gospel, this shouldn’t surprise us.
Mary said it from the very beginning in Luke, before Jesus was even born.
Mary sings a song over Jesus while Jesus is still in her womb in which she
talks about God casting down the mighty from their thrones and lifting up
the lowly and filling the empty with good things while the rich go away
empty.

If we’ve been paying attention to Luke’s gospel, from Mary’s lullabies
through John the Baptist’s proclamation to the stories Jesus tells about
Samaritans and the outcasts Jesus chooses to associate with, we should not
be surprised that Jesus’ message is going to mess things up.

Yes, this view of Jesus is hard. It isn’t fun to think about Jesus’ message
tearing us away from whatever we hold dear, whether that’s family or
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possessions or status or wealth. But the reality is that there are people who
aren’t going to be able to reconcile the way they want the world to work
with the message of Jesus because at the heart of it, Jesus’ message is about
burning the whole thing down and starting over and that’s too scary for
some of us to contemplate. I’m much more comfortable with the status
quo, thank you very much.

For those of us for whom the world seems to be working out all right; for
those of us who worry more about what the stock market does day to day
than we do about where our next meal is going to come from; Jesus has
some strong words for us this morning and Jesus is warning us that strong
words have consequences: if you follow me, you might lose your family.

It’s easy for me to read as a dude who doesn’t know what it feels like to be
oppressed or held captive or to be physically blind or to need the year of
the Lord’s favor because all of my needs have always been met. But more
importantly, it’s easy for me to read as a son for whom Jesus’ message has
never drawn a wedge between him and his parents. It’s easy for me to read
as a brother who gets to worship every week next to his sister and her
family. Faith in Jesus has never cost me my family.

But that might not be your story, and it certainly wasn’t for the first people
hearing Luke’s story. Following Jesus might have cost you job or status or
wealth. It might have cost you your church. It might have even cost you
your family.

What do we do with this Jesus?

We keep reading. We read about the ways that Jesus constantly throughout
the gospel brought people in and created a new family. People who had
been pushed to society’s edges whether because of physical illness, mental
illness, bad luck or bad circumstances or bad parents. People who never
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belonged, like Samaritans and tax collectors and people who had
worshiped idols and wouldn’t know Moses from Adam.

There’s a new family here. A universal family. A family to which you belong
no matter what. Full stop.

I can’t imagine what it feels like to have the love of Jesus separate you from
your family. But I know that there’s a family for you here. There are parents
and there are grandparents and there are siblings and there are nieces and
nephews.

Yes, Jesus’ radical and prophetic message of liberation and the coming
kingdom of God might separate you from your family but it will never, ever,
ever, ever, ever leave you orphaned. It will never, ever leave you alone.
Because no matter what, we have each other.
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