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Luke 12: 49-56

A long standing rule in society is: Never talk politics or religion with friends or family. I like this rule even though it leaves me out of 90% of any conversation with friends or family because religion is my profession. I have listened to relatives drone on about pvc pipe and how many cubits of concrete it takes to pour a house foundation to the point where I have felt like I had been sprayed with chloroform. But soon as I say, “In the church…..or the Bible says…..” they hit the road faster than OJ running through the airport.
The reason we don’t talk about religion or politics in friendly company is because in general, it is going to wind up in conflict. The story goes that Jews don’t recognize Jesus, Muslims don’t recognize the New Testament, Protestants don’t recognize the Pope and Baptists don’t recognize each other in the liquor store. 
And to make things even worse listen again to our gospel reading for today. Jesus says, “I’ve come to start a fire on this earth. Do you think I came to smooth things over and make everything nice? Not so. I’ve come to disrupt and confront. 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.

As a child of the 60s child, I certainly understand divisiveness within families. Simply having long hair and a beard and chanting “Heck no, we won’t go” at peace demonstrations was enough to draw the ire of various uncles, aunts and parents. It wasn’t “hey let’s agree to disagree.” It was anger and hostility. I was called a pinko commie by loved ones, which by today’s standards sounds mild and inoffensive. But at that time, coming off of the 50s and blacklisting, being called a communist was like calling someone a racist today. It was a charged word. Even though at the time my views were left of center, I didn’t espouse totalitarian communism nor did most of those who were my age at the time. What ended up happening was the vileness of the word “communist” lost its meaning because it was so blatantly misused. If everyone who had a perspective left of center was a communist, then so be it. The term lost its effectiveness to me. So, I am a communist. So what?
As a side note, we are in danger of the same scenario happening today. If people are called racist who really aren’t racists but are branded so simply because they disagree with you on race issues, then eventually the word will lose its intensity and those people will say, “So, I am racist. So what?” And when that happens the real racists go unchecked.
“I’ve come to start a fire on this earth. Do you think I came to smooth things over and make everything nice? Not so. I’ve come to disrupt and confront,” says Jesus this morning. Why would Jesus say this? I think it is because by this time in his ministry he realizes that this is precisely the reaction that his message is bringing. This passage just tells us what we already know to be true---faithful response to Jesus' message divides us from people, even people that may be very close to us. But I think that we really misunderstand what kind of division he causes. In truth, I think a lot of Christians actually like this passage because it gives them free rein to cause controversy. They feel like prophets; they feel like the more controversy they make the more they are doing the Lord’s work. But this is nothing more than selfish arrogance. There is a distinction between you causing conflict and conflict finding you. The former is arrogant and the latter is sacrificial. Let me illustrate what I mean.
I, once, allowed a visiting pastor from another denomination to give a brief homily at a wedding after much pleading by the couple. He had been there pastor in the past and was still a great friend. He preached a sermon for about 40 minutes on how a wife is to be subservient to her husband. I was mortified. And after the service, I had to restrain the altar guild women from bludgeoning him with chalices. He thought he was being prophetic……preaching the word! I thought he was arrogant, disrespectful and a self-centered narcissist.
And then there was the time when the Roman Catholic priest would not allow my wife, Janice, to receive communion at her own father’s funeral. And then there was the time when the head of the Southern Baptist convention stated that God didn’t hear the prayers of Jews.

And, of course, to bring it closer to home, there are local area private religious schools who teach their middle school and high school students that all persons non-baptized or non-churched or from other faiths are all going to hell because they have not accepted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior.

Division! Conflict! Certainly! But this isn’t the type of division Jesus envisioned. Most conflict within Christianity comes from those who want to shove their belief system onto others. It comes from a lack of tolerance and the inability to see and respect another’s point of view. I am highly suspect of anyone who says Jesus tells them to support Prop 8 or Jesus tells them to protest against Prop 8. The truth is YOU are either for it or against it and then you fit Jesus into your agenda. I mean let’s be honest. All of our conflicts and divisiveness with regards to our faith except for one are a result of desire for power to get what we want and narcissism. None of which has anything to do with Jesus. We like to say it does. We all want to be that voice crying alone in the wilderness----the prophet, who is right when all others are wrong. Or as Kipling puts it “if you can keep your wits about you while all others are losing theirs and blaming you…………then the world will be yours and everything in it…”  This is not the type of division that Jesus was talking about. Any idiot can cause this type of division among people. 

Remember a few years ago how everyone was up in arms over the DaVinci Code? Now let’s put aside the historical references for a moment and just focus on the secrecy factor which was supposedly kept for centuries. I have worked in the church for 30 years and let me tell you no one can keep a secret. As a matter of fact, when I want everyone to know something, I simply tell a few people and tell them it is secret and not to tell anyone. By the next day the entire parish will know about it. Division occurred from this book, and Dan Brown has a home in the Hamptons.
When Jesus talks about division, he is talking about it from a very different point of view. The division he is talking about is not the in-your-face challenging division. His division comes from sacrifice. He doesn’t seek division; it seeks him. AND he gets punished for it. That is a road most of us don’t want to go down. You see, Jesus’ division results from grace and unconditional love not arrogant self-centered proclamation or political/social stances.
So, let me give you examples of the conflict and divisions caused by the Jesus of grace. William Willimon, United Methodist Bishop of Alabama, tells of the time a Chinese graduate student from Duke wanted to be baptized. Willimon met with the candidate and after talking about the finer points of our faith agreed to baptize the young man.
The baptismal service was a grand celebration at Duke’s chapel. Afterwards, Willimon had another student take photos of the newly baptized candidate and himself. As people were leaving, a close friend of the newly baptized young man approached Willimon and requested that the photos not be sent to the new Christian’s parents in China. The friend said that this young man’s parents would disown him if they knew he were baptized a Christian and that he would never be allowed to return home again. He would no longer be their son. 

In addition, this fellow had received a scholarship from the Chinese government to study in the United States, and most assuredly, that would be withdrawn. Thus, he would be forced to return home to China without an income and without a home to which return. That is the division Jesus is talking about.
Last week 10 Christian aid workers to Afghanistan were murdered. The 10 were members of an organization called International Assistance Mission, a Christian charitable organization that goes into the poorest regions of the world to offer medical and health care. Aid workers are not to hand out Bibles or discuss their faith. Instead, their faith is to be lived out by sacrificing and giving to others. They were murdered because of this. 
The Jesus message that causes division is GRACE, which is simply God’s unfailing commitment to love. Proclaiming this or simply living it out WILL get you hurt or even killed. Simply proclaiming that salvation is a gift and not a trophy or a personal achievement will cause conflict. Proclaiming that salvation is a work of God not us will cause division. Saying that salvation means much more than a ticket to heaven or being cleansed of our sins and rescued from hell’s fire will cause people to attack you. And saying that you believe God saves and will save every person will incur a call from ecclesiastical authorities. How can Hitler wind up next to you in heaven? Simply put (to the chagrin of a lot of good Christians): Salvation is being freed of every obstacle to intimacy with God.  That is it.
Thus, salvation (intimacy with God) is not about joining a church. It is not about knowing your religion’s doctrines, tenet by tenet. It is not about knowing the Bible, backward and forward in its original language. Rather, intimacy with God is more about being in love than joining a club, hearing a lecture or reading a book. God has resolved to forgive our wickedness and remember our sins no more. God has determined to write his way on our minds and hearts. We shall all be cleansed by God’s mercy and transformed by God’s grace. 
Why is this message so radical? Why does it cause so much conflict and anger to so many people? Why is it so radical to believe that salvation comes with believing God loves you unconditionally? Why is it so controversial to abandon the misconception that you are rejected because of your bad behavior or accepted because of your goodness? Is it because we can’t stand to see others live in freedom when we are restricted by our own self imposed morals? Is it because, by God, if I have to suffer under these religious rules then you are going to have to also? 
Only when we repent of this self-absorption and focus on God’s love for us can God’s love alter us. And this, folks, is the stuff that causes division. You don’t have to stand on a soap box in Northridge Park proclaiming that every one must accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior or lead a peace demonstration or build a mosque on Ground Zero. You simply have to tell people that ALL are children of God and acknowledge that we all seek intimacy with God. Jesus didn’t cause division by drawing lines in the sand. Quite the opposite, he caused conflict by erasing the lines that we draw all in the name of God, of course.
Again, I have said this before. God did not send Jesus to earth to die and atone for the sins of a corrupt and fallen world. Jesus didn’t die due to the will of God. Jesus died because good, holy, religious people couldn’t accept that God accepts and loves everyone and that is all she wrote. Christianity is simple: trust Jesus and die. All the rules and achievements and in your face provocations (all in the name of the Lord, of course) are worthless. That is the stuff that causes controversy and division. Live out a life of grace and you will have more conflict than you will know what to do with. 
I have a way to end the war in Afghanistan? Have the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Pope, the head of the Eastern Orthodox Church and the head of the Mormons to go to Afghanistan and simply provide food and health care for the people there without proselytizing and without armed protection. It is a no lose situation-----unless-----one is worried about losing one’s life. This is the divisiveness that Jesus is talking about.
However, my advice to you is to be careful. Be careful because living by the gospel of grace will get you hurt. As sure as we all know that the California August heat is coming, we should be able to see that grace scares people far more than does fire and brimstone.
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