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CONTRADICTION. As people of faith, we are challenged, as former
Episcopalian Bishop John Shelby Spong expressed, to “experience God as the
power of love.” Conflict seems to be the order of the day as we are bombarded by
news of crimes, hatreds, and despair happening in our neighborhoods and nations
of the world, even in sacred places of our homes, schools, and religious
institutions. It seems like a CONTRADICTION reading Sunday’s gospel from Luke
12 with Jesus’ words “I came to cast fire upon the earth...I have come to bring
division.” (vss. 49, 51). Jesus’ words are in response to the actions of hatred and
violence perpetrated upon God’s beloved who are in the way of those seeking
power, prestige, and possessions. As the United Church of Christ “Statement of
Faith” declares, we need “courage in the struggle for justice and peace, the
presence of the Holy Spirit in trial and rejoicing...”

Jesus uses imagery of “fire and division” against those who do not live ways of
love, justice, and peace. Jesus experienced arrest for challenging authorities, and
was tortured and mocked for presenting a message of servanthood and
accountability to the Creator God. His life, death, and resurrection offer
compassion and reconciliation. There is a tension, mystery, and a sense of
CONTRADICTION with Jesus’ other words, “Peace be with you.” The Gospel
writer Luke was well aware that “‘fire and division” was splitting his society and
Jesus offers His peace as a way of healing and conversion. The gospel calls those
who live by the “sword” to seek ways of unity, justice, and reconciliation.

We all experience “fire and division” in our lives daily. Dong Hyeon Jeong in
Sojourners magazine writes, “Luke could be expressing his dismay, a sigh of
exhaustion, on how our world is already burning and yet we fight each other as if
there were no tomorrow.” Sunday’s lectionary includes Hebrews 11, the chapter
on faith, that lists “clouds of witnesses” who have faced “fire and division” and
have become faith witnesses of amazing grace and strength to overcome adversity.
In all the CONTRADICTIONS we face, “God seeks in holy love to save all people
from aimlessness and sin.” There is redemption and transformation. BLESSINGS
ALWAYS.



