
Sermon, August 18, 2013    St. John’s, Dickinson 
Isaiah 1:1, 10-20     
Psalm 50:1-8, 22-23 
Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16 
Luke 12:49-56 
 Powerful stuff in today’s readings.  Everybody seems to be on a tear:  Jesus and Isaiah 
are full of wrath and judgment, and even the author of Hebrews slips out of his Platonic 
abstractions long enough to get downright graphic about the costs of discipleship.  All pretty 
grim stuff for a late summer Sunday. 
 
 In the first chapter of Luke’s gospel he proclaims that Jesus will “guide our feet into the 
way of peace.”  Near the end of his gospel, the resurrected Jesus appears among his followers 
and offers a benediction of peace.   Today we are in the middle of the gospel and Jesus makes a 
strong statement that he says he brings fire to earth, division and not peace.  How can one who 
tells the parable of reconciliation between father and son be the same one who sets parents 
against children and children against their parents?  This is the Jesus who healed the sick and 
blessed them with peace.  He taught his followers to bring greetings of peace as they traveled 
through the countryside to share the good news.  In light of his own examples and other 
teachings, we find the need to look deeply into what Jesus is saying in this morning’s gospel.  
His words seem harsh.  Today He is not the “nice Jesus,” the gentle Shepherd, the vulnerable 
baby in the manger.  Instead, he is stressed and impatient. 
 
 Perhaps the best way to approach this reading is in the context of three things:  Jesus’ 
own sense of his identity, his vocation, and his mission. 
  
 First, his identity.  He began his three years of ministry with his baptism.  This is the time 
he comes to clear consciousness with respect to who he is.  Out of heaven comes a voice:  “This 
is my Beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.”   Jesus’s sense of himself is first and foremost a 
sense of being rooted and grounded in God’s love for him.  He is beloved.  This is before Jesus 
does anything.  This is before any sense of vocation or mission.  With this deep sense of being 
enfolded in God’s love and given special identity as the Beloved One, Jesus is then driven into 
the wilderness by this same Spirit who came upon him in the waters of the Jordan and now 
sends him out to be tempted by Satan.  In that forty days and nights of wilderness, Jesus has to 
surrender his possession of his own belovedness in order to enter more deeply into the 
vocation God is calling him to make.  He surrenders himself to the will of God.  It was what we 
might call today, dying to self, being open to God.  We are usually terrified to let go to that 
degree.  We save at least some of ourselves for ourselves.  Jesus let go of it all. 
 He yields and surrenders this deep sense of Sonship and Belovedness back to God and 
says in effect, “This is your gift to me, and I return this gift to you.  Now I open my life to your 
larger purposes.”  He knows his vocation, his life journey, belongs to God.  His life is about 
nothing else. 
 He leaves the wilderness and returns to his home town, Nazareth.  On the Sabbath day 
he goes into the synagogue where he was brought up.  As was his custom upon entering the 
synagogue, he stood up to read and was given the scroll from the prophet Isaiah.  He unrolled 



the scroll and found the place where it is written, “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 from the 
captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of 
the Lord’s favor.”  He rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down.  The eyes 
of all present in the synagogues were fixed on him, spellbound, silent.  He said, “Today this 
scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 
 What happened here is that Jesus, with his deep sense of identity and deep sense of 
vocation to do whatever God’s will may be, read from the 61st chapter of Isaiah what his 
mission is to be.  He has been anointed to bring good news to the poor, release the captives, 
undo all patterns of oppression and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.  In Jewish thought, 
the year of the Lord’s favor is the year of Jubilee, and the year of Jubilee is the time in which all 
relationships are reordered, all patterns of indebtedness set aside, and the whole fabric of 
society is restructured according to God’s desire that all may be free, that all may live in 
relationships of peace and love.  This becomes Jesus’ mission. 
 There is a wonderful Jewish term, “tikkun olam,” meaning repair of the world.  I think 
one can say that Jesus’ mission is very much to repair the world, to reorder disordered 
relationships, to overcome disparities that exist between people and create God’s justice. 
 
 This is the background from which I think Jesus speaks these strong and urgent words.  
He sees himself as one called to do the will of the one who sent him and to complete God’s 
work of reconciliation of binding up and making whole.  This is a message of good news, a 
message of compassion and healing, but also a provocative message because it calls us to 
change. 
 It calls us to a new sense of awareness.  One of the ancient writers once observed that 
“unawareness is the root of all evil.”  Unawareness is not about discreet acts of wrongdoing; it 
is a deliberate unconsciousness that ignores reality.  So Jesus is saying, “Wake up!  Be aware!  
Pay attention to what is happening right in front of you.” 
 
 Jesus is stressed.  He has told his disciples repeatedly that he is going to die and they 
don’t really hear it.  He knows he is headed for the cross and, in his humanity, is ready to get it 
over with.  And then the says he has not come to bring peace.   He is saying, Look around.  
Everywhere I go and whatever I do brings disruption. 
 Jesus broke Sabbath rules, touched and healed the lepers, and ate with the scum of 
society.  He healed on the Sabbath, gathered wheat on the Sabbath, didn’t wash his hands, 
hung around with women and tax collectors, and overturned the tables of the money changers 
in the Temple.  Centuries of traditions were shattered.   
 
 Some of you might recall how upset some congregations became when the altar was 
moved forward.  That meant the organ had to be moved, or the chairs had to relocated.  There 
was furor in some churches.  Upsetting long held traditions is dangerous work.  Can you 
imagine how the families and friends of his apostles might have reacted when they chose to 
follow Jesus?  The apostles dared to desert their occupations that defined who they were and 
who their families were, they didn’t eat the same way, they didn’t speak the same way, they 
left home.  What a stir that must have caused! 



 I think Jesus saw many of the religious patterns of his day as a way for people to insulate 
themselves against the calls of God’s own rightness God’s desire to reorder all things in justice 
and peace.  Churches can be amazingly self-serving rather than other-serving.  We can become 
caught up in minutiae and structures and lose the deeper invitation that is at the heart of all 
authentic religion.  
  
 All too often we prefer easy peace, the kind that leaves the problem well below the 
surface.  In the gospel of John Jesus said, “I come to bring peace, but it is not of this world.  My 
peace is not of this world.”  The peace Christ brings is the deep reordering of our own interior 
life and the reordering of relationships one to another.  It is a costly and demanding peace that 
requires us to be transformed by his love.  And that sometimes brings division within ourselves, 
within our families and within our work or leisure.  We begin to realize that, as much as we love 
our families and friends, our biological connections will be transcended by faith connections.  If 
you have been blessed with a family that worships together, you have been given a gift.  Mine 
is not like that, and it is hard to keep relationships intact. 
 
 Like Jesus, we need to know our identity, our vocation, and our mission.  We need to ask 
ourselves where our hearts are closed.  We need to know where God is calling us to serve in 
our church community and in the wider community.  We need a deep sense of mission. 
 
 Christ does not expect us to be heroic and act out of our own energy.  He invites us to 
allow his sweet Holy Spirit to reveal our gifts and give us the desire to serve in this hurting 
world.  He beckons us into God’s ongoing work of reconciling, binding up, and making whole.  
All this is demanding and costly, but we are not alone because it is Christ Himself who is our 
real peace, who is with us every step of the way, encouraging us, loving us, calling us to deeper 
awareness. 
 Amen.  
  
  


