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Once again, Luke’s gospel leaves us with a message that is unsettling.  We have Jesus telling us that he has come to bring fire to the earth and that he comes to bring division not peace and if that isn’t enough, to add insult to injury he calls the crowd that is gathered a bunch of hypocrites.  
I don’t know about you, but I am much more comfortable with the image of Jesus as a good shepherd than an image of him bringing fire and division.  Division isn’t the message most of us cling to.  We like to think of Jesus as a nice guy who teaches, preaches, heals the sick and feeds the hungry.   While he did come to do these things – it comes at a cost.
Right away in chapter 1 of Luke’s gospel the issues are introduced - Mary sings a song of praise – often called the Magnificat.   She sings,


He has shown strength with his arm;


He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.


He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,


And lifted up the lowly;


He has filled the hungry with good things,


And sent the rich away empty.
These may be words of comfort and joy to Mary, but for Jesus it will mean conflict.  Let’s face it when the powerful are brought down from their thrones and the rich sent away empty it will not happen without a fight – without some division.   The more Jesus preaches, teaches and heals people, the more opposition that arises.   He is attacking the very systems that the religious and political leaders have set up – systems that favor them – that give them an advantage.  These systems are withholding the promises of God from the people.  The hungry are not being fed.  The widows and the orphans are not cared for.   Some religious laws are being followed to a “T”, such as cleanliness laws and keeping the Sabbath, but they are ignoring those in need; they are not caring for their neighbor. Jesus comes and challenges everything from social norms to religious practices.  He is upsetting the apple cart and people do not like it.  
Jesus knows that he is offending the people in power.  Yet he needs to call them on the errors of their ways.  It is what he came to earth to do – bring about the Kingdom of God and that cannot happen if the promises of God are being withheld – these promises that are for all people, Jew or Gentile.  When the people in power are corrupt and do not want to change, division will result, not peace.  At Jesus’ time to go against the people in power was dangerous – it could result in death.     
When Jesus states that he has come to bring division, he is just being honest.  He knows that what he is doing is going to cause conflict.  It isn’t necessarily that he wants it this way, but people being who they are – are going to fight change, especially if it comes at a cost to them.  

Jesus didn’t just cause division at the time he was alive – being a Christian was extremely difficult after his death as well.  Luke’s gospel was written about 50 years after Jesus died and it was written after the Roman’s had destroyed Jerusalem and the temple.  To be a Christian meant division – it meant going against your family and the societal support systems that were in place.  The words of Jesus – I have come not to bring peace, but division would ring true for those first readers of Luke’s gospel as well.
So how do we hear it today in our society?  We may think about those parts of the world where Christians are still persecuted – and by converting to Christianity they are truly putting themselves at risk.  But what about us, here in the United States?   Can we read this and really identify with it?  
We do not have strict religious rules that must be obeyed.  We do not have to worry that if we follow Jesus we will be put in prison.  Of course the hungry should be fed and the naked clothed.  Yes we should love and help our neighbors.  I am going to venture that all of us here today would agree.   
However, each of these things still brings conflict today.  We just had the primary elections this past week.  Much of our political differences are centered on issues of who to help and how to best help them.   There are powerful leaders on both sides of the aisle who want to ensure that their interests are being taken care of.  And then we have the message of Jesus; I have not come to bring peace, but division. 

You see when the issues that touch us are at stake, we care deeply.   We are not any different today, than people were in Jesus’ time.  It is just that the systems that are in place have changed, but there will always be people who look out for their own interests and do not see or disagree on how the promises of God are being withheld from some people.  

I think that is where we can connect with Jesus today. There are times when we read the Bible that it yanks us out of our comfort zone.  We would rather not read these verses. It challenges us; it challenges what we think and what we believe. 
Sociologists tell us one of the reasons mainline churches are in decline is because faith does not affect what people do, how they live their lives.  Jesus chastises the crowds in today’s reading, calling them hypocrites for “not being able to interpret the present time.  He is getting their attention and he is getting ours.  He is telling us to wake up and look around to look around and see where we can bring the promises of God to fruition.   It is our invitation to be a part of something amazing – helping to bring about God’s promises to all people.  As Christians we are part of something bigger than us. I invite you to think about how the we can see the Kingdom of God here and now. Can you imagine it?
Martin Luther talks about how the Kingdom of God is here and not yet.   We see glimpses of it here on earth, but it will not be realized until the end of time. 

We can see it when the link is made between worship on Sunday and how we live our lives the rest of the week.  It happens when homes are built, people are fed, the sick are healed, and people are there to listen to those who need it.  It happens when people do what is ethical rather than what gives the best short-term results.  It happens when we gather here for worship and continues as you all go and live out your lives of faith each day.  
We may wish to avoid the words Jesus speaks in Luke’s gospel reading for today.  They are unsettling.  They are not how we typically picture Jesus.

In the book the Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe by C.S. Lewis there is a scene where two beavers are telling the children about this strange land, Narnia.   The king of this land is Aslan, a lion.   In describing Aslan, Mr. Beavers states, “If there is anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”  The youngest girl, Lucy, replies, “Then he isn’t safe?”  To which Mr. Beaver replies, “Safe?  Who said anything about safe?  ‘Course he isn’t safe.  But he’s good.  He’s the King, I tell you.”  

This story reminds me of the Jesus is the reading for today.  To come before this Jesus will cause our knees to knock as well.   He isn’t safe – Jesus still brings change today.  BUT HE IS GOOD!.  
Can you see Jesus as the good shepherd?  He is there in the reading for today in those seven verses.  He cares enough to tell the crowds the truth – that following him will not always bring peace, but may cause division.  He is there by challenging people to look around and see where they can get to work.   He is there bringing hope to the hungry, freedom to those in captivity, and lifting up the lowly.  He is also there, willing to take on all the judgment of the world for our benefit.   For at the end of Luke’s gospel Jesus tells us “Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations.”  

The invitation to join in the mission of Jesus is for you as is the gift of everlasting life.  The story of your own life in Jesus Christ is still unfolding, but thanks be to God you can be assured of its ending.  Amen.
