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SILENT PREPARATION: 
Faith is the art of holding on to things in spite of your changing moods and circumstances.                                                                                                 ––  CS Lewis                                                           
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 	

[bookmark: _GoBack]Most gracious God, 
who has inspired the saints to faithfulness in every generation, 
and who has called us – today – 
to run our own race of faith, with patience and perseverance:  
Inspire us now – by the reading and hearing of your Holy Word – 
that, like the great cloud of witnesses, 
we may one day rest in your presence, 
knowing that we have done our best for you.  
We pray in the name of the One who gave his best for us, 
Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord.  Amen.

FIRST SCRIPTURE READING	Hebrews 11:1-2, 39-40; 12:1-2

Our first reading comes from the Letter to the Hebrews, 
selected verses from chapters 11 and 12.
At the end of chapter 10, the author writes to assure the Hebrews:
But we are not among those who shrink back – and so are lost – 
but among those who have faith and so are saved....

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, 
the conviction of things not seen. 
Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval.
Yet all these – though they were commended for their faith – 
did not receive what was promised, 
since God had provided something better,
so that they would not – apart from us – be made perfect.

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, 
let us also lay aside every weight – and the sin that clings so closely, 
and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us,
looking to Jesus – the pioneer and perfecter of our faith – who, 
for the sake of the joy that was set before him, 
endured the cross, disregarding its shame, 
and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God

SECOND SCRIPTURE READING       	Luke 12:49-56

Our Second Reading comes from the Gospel of Luke.

Jesus has set his face to go to Jerusalem, 
where he will give his life for the sin of the world.  
And, along the way, he has been preaching and teaching.

The crowds following him have been growing – 
but so has the antagonism of the religious leaders.

Just before our reading begins, 
Jesus has warned his followers about being ready for his return....

"I have come to cast fire upon the earth, 
and how I wish it were already ablaze!
I have a baptism – with which to be baptized – 
and what constraint I am under until it is completed!

Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? 
No, I tell you, but – rather – division!
From now on, five in one household will be divided – 
three against two, and two against three;
they will be divided: 
father against son, and son against father, 
mother against daughter, and daughter against mother,
mother‑in‑law against her daughter‑in‑law, 
and daughter‑in‑law against mother‑in‑law."

He also said to the crowds, 
"When you see a cloud rising in the west, 
you immediately say, 'It is going to rain," 
and so it happens.
And – when you see the south wind blowing – 
you say, 'There will be scorching heat,' 
and it happens.

You hypocrites! 

You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, 
but, why do you not know how to interpret the present time?



SERMON	“Incendiary Intentions!?!”		

One evening, several mothers had gathered.

And – during their time together – 
the subject of the “worst stage of childhood” came up. 
-------------------------- 
“If I can just get through the terrible twos” – 
one mother complained. “I will be okay...”

“No, they're a breeze – compared with the fourth and fifth grades” – 
came a quick reply.

“Come on!
What about those teen years?” – snapped a third mother.
-------------------------- 
Then – during a lull in the conversation – 
the only grandmother in the group added – quite seriously – 
“Just wait until they’re forty‑two!”
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Which reminds me of the story of another mother and her son. 
-------------------------- 
It seems that the two were having a heated discussion – 
one that a few of us may have experienced.

That is, whether or not the son should go to school that day. 
-------------------------- 
“I don’t care what you say, I’m not going to school!” – 
the son protested. 

“Of course you have to go,” 
laughed the mother. 
-------------------------- 
The son persisted: 
“You don't understand. 
The kids avoid me; 
none of the teachers like me,
and you know that bus driver hates me. 

“The janitor makes faces at me,
and the superintendent wants to transfer me.” 
-------------------------- 

“Now you listen to me,” scolded the mom. 
“You have to go. 
You have a lot to learn, and so much to offer. 

“And – besides – you’re forty‑five years old, 
and you are the principal.”
-------------------------- 
--------------------------  
-------------------------- 
In today’s reading – from Luke’s Gospel – 
Jesus tells his disciples that he has come to earth
to light it up with the fire of the Holy Spirit.

And – then – Jesus goes on to say that his coming 
will cause division on earth: 	 (12:53)

“Father divided against son, 
son against father, 
mother against daughter,
daughter against mother....”

And so on....
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
What Jesus means – most probably – 
is that each one of us must make our own individual decision.
-------------------------- 
 That is, whether or not to follow Jesus...

Whether or not to be born anew...

And, whether or not to accept the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 
-------------------------- 
The decision is personal. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
A mother cannot decide for her son.

Nor can a father decide for his daughter.

Nor can one spouse decide for the other. 
-------------------------- 


And so it is that – 
among all the fathers and mothers, 
husbands and wives, 
and sons and daughters of the world – 
there will be those who will accept 
the transforming power of God’s spirit of love.

And, there will be those who will reject it. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Today’s text also invites us 
to consider one of the real mysteries in the Gospel. 
-------------------------- 
Here was this wonderful man – Jesus of Nazareth – 
who loved people; 
healed people; 
told people how much God loved them; 
and assured them they could have wholeness of life – 
just by saying “Yes” to God. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
So, why did the religious leaders – 
the educated people, 
the leading citizens of the time – 
reject Him instantly? 

And, why did they murder Him? 
-------------------------- 
What was at the root of their problem with Jesus? 

Why this fear – and then – anger, and hatred? 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Some time ago, there was a national poll taken in America.

And – in it – a large number of people 
were asked what they thought would happen...... 
if Jesus came back again. 
-------------------------- 




The majority of persons polled were honest enough to say, 
“I think we would kill Him again – 
only probably more quickly than before.”
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
We may agree – or disagree – with that consensus.
-------------------------- 
But, the fact is that – 
in every one of us – 
there is something that resists Jesus’ Gospel. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Now – happily – there also is a part of us that is drawn toward it. 
-------------------------- 
Indeed, none of us would be here today if that were not true. 

We have been drawn – by the Holy Spirit – 
toward this new life,
and the promise of fulfillment in Jesus. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
But – nevertheless – 
there is a part of you – and a part of me – 
that is threatened by it. 

It’s part of our human nature that our fear turns – quite easily – 
into anger, and hostility. 
-------------------------- 
And so – when Jesus says, 
“I have come to bring fire to the earth....” – 	(12:49)
we feel threatened. 
-------------------------- 
And we say – to Jesus –  
“Keep out. 
We don’t want to set the world on fire! 
We are not excited about being changed!”
-------------------------- 
--------------------------  
Years ago, Denver Zoo officials had a difficult decision to make. 

They were offered the gift of a beautiful, large polar bear.
-------------------------- 


But – at that time – there was no existing room for the animal. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
But also – at the time of the gift – 
the board of directors was in the middle of a fund‑raising campaign – 
to renovate the zoo. 

And so, they changed the scope of the campaign –  
to include a magnificent habitat – for their new polar bear. 
-------------------------- 
Then – during construction – 
the bear was put in a small temporary cage. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
The space – however – was so small 
that the bear could only take three steps, 
turnaround, 
walk three steps, 
turnaround, and so on. 
-------------------------- 
And – due to unforeseen delays – the construction took three years. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
But – finally – the polar bear’s new home was finished.

And, it was complete – 
with waterfalls, caves, lots of space – 
the whole nine yards! 
-------------------------- 
In short, it had everything a polar bear could want for a home.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
The bear entered its new home, 
looked around, 
took three steps, 
turned around, 
took three steps back, 
and turned around. 
-------------------------- 
And so it went....
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 


For many of us, it may seem impossible 
to let go of something with which we are so familiar – 
and feel – at least temporarily – secure. 

Letting go means relinquishing the comfort and security –  
to which we have become accustomed – 
and venturing out,
to something new and risky. 
-------------------------- 
And, we may not be willing to become vulnerable in that way. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
That reality is the heart of the problem for many of us. 
-------------------------- 
Jesus comes into our lives – 
telling us that he wants to set a fire on the earth...

That he wants movement...

That he wants improvement in the way we live...

That he wants change in the way we treat ourselves...

And, that he wants change in the way we treat one another. 
-------------------------- 
But, are we open to this offer of new life? 

Are we willing to move, and to change, and to grow? 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Significantly, it is this resistance – 
to grow, and to change – 
that links us to the two groups –  
who were Jesus’ principal opponents – 
the two groups who ultimately did away with him.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
And – ironically – both were very religious groups. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 



One group was the Sadducees. 
-------------------------- 
The Sadducees were the professional clergy – 
those whose lives were centered in the Religious Institution. 

And – in the Religious Institution – 
they had status...
they had prestige...
they were well off financially...
and they lived very comfortable lives.
-------------------------- 
And so – perhaps as a result – 
they were extremely reactionary, conservative, and opposed to change. 

They insisted on the strict, literal interpretation of the Law,
which said that – if a man took your eye out – 
you literally took his eye out. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
In contrast, 
the Pharisees were more humane in their interpretation:
they substituted monetary damages for physical retaliation. 
-------------------------- 
But not the Sadducees. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
And so – when Jesus came with this wonderful new sense – 
of God’s loving presence – 
the Sadducees saw him as a threat. 

Their comfort, 
their status, 
their prestige, 
the status quo – 
all of these were threatened by Jesus. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
And then, when Jesus protested vigorously – 
against their using their privileged positions to exploit people – 
it was the beginning of the end. 
-------------------------- 



Indeed, Jesus had carried his protest to the Temple – 
to the very center of their prestige,
and the very source of their incomes. 
-------------------------- 
And, they understood – quite clearly – 
that he had come to change things.

They understood that he truly meant it – 
when he said that he had come to set a fire on earth. 
-------------------------- 
And – so – they plotted to have him killed. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
The second group – the Pharisees – 
are a bit more complicated. 
-------------------------- 
Most of the time, they have been made out to be “the bad guys.” 

But – in fact – that is a distortion. 
-------------------------- 
The Pharisees were – if the truth be told – 
very good, and dedicated, and sincere men in what they were doing.

They honestly believed that they were doing the will of God. 
-------------------------- 
In other words, the Pharisees were men 
who were not centered in themselves – 
so much as centered in a great cause. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
At that time, all of the little nations – of that area –  
had been eaten up by the big Empires. 

And so – the Pharisees said –  
“This cannot happen to God’s people. 
This cannot happen to our nation.”
-------------------------- 
And – for this reason – maintaining the life – 
the very survival of the nation 
was at the center of their lives. 

That was their great cause. 
-------------------------- 

And, they saw the Law – the Ten Commandments – 
as the nation’s life‑preserver. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
That is to say – through strict adherence to the Jewish Law – 
the nation would hold together. 
-------------------------- 
And so it has been said – much more recently – 
that the Jews did not keep the Sabbath, 
so much as the Sabbath kept the Jewish people!
-------------------------- 
That is to say, wherever a Jew lived – 
and whoever he was in any other role – 
he was a Jew in the sense that he obeyed the Law meticulously. 

And that meant that – wherever Jews were – 
they were still a part of the nation,
and the nation still lived. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
But – then – along came Jesus.
-------------------------- 
And – when he cured a crippled man on the Sabbath – 
the Pharisees just could not understand his motivation. 

All they saw was a popular teacher – and he was disobeying the Law.

And, they believed that – if he were allowed to continue – 
the nation would be destroyed. 
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
So, it was not a selfish thing; 
rather, it was a great cause they believed in. 

And, that is what is so ironic about it: 

The very Law – 
the Law that originally was intended to do so much good – 
and which they saw as necessary to their fulfillment as a nation – 
ended up hurting, and destroying. 
-------------------------- 



The Law – that was intended to bring people into relationship with God – 
ended up separating them from God. 

And so – Jesus said – 
“We’ve got to change. 
I have come to bring fire to the earth.”
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
 But they would not venture out.... 

And, they would not risk..... 

They wanted only the safe and the secure;
“things as they are.” 
-------------------------- 
And – so – they crucified Him.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
The story is told of a young person, 
who – seeing all the suffering in the world – 
complained bitterly to God: 

“Even I could make a better world than this one.” 
-------------------------- 
And God’s answer? 

“That is what you are supposed to be doing.”
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
A visitor to Lambarene found the great medical missionary – 
Dr. Albert Schweitzer – 
pushing a wheelbarrow, as he helped build a new road. 
-------------------------- 
The visitor was shocked to find the famous doctor – 
performing such a menial task. 

“Doctor Schweitzer,” he asked, 
“why are you doing that? 
How is it that you push a wheelbarrow?” 
-------------------------- 




And Schweitzer replied – with a twinkle in his eye – 
“Oh, that's very simple. 
You just pick up a shovel, 
fill up the wheelbarrow with dirt, 
take hold of the handle, 
lift, and push.”
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
And, that is the way the Lord’s work gets done.
-------------------------- 
There may not be very much glamour in our day‑today tasks – 
or in the day‑to‑day decisions that we make – 
for Christ, and His Kingdom. 

And so, we need to learn that most of the triumphs of the Christian Faith 
are won in the daily rounds – of loving service.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
Friends, Jesus came to melt our hard  hearts 
with the eternal flame of his love. 

And – with the fiery love of Jesus in our hearts – 
we can go forth in his name, 
and spread the fire of his love on the earth. 
-------------------------- 
Indeed – if we, also, have incendiary intentions – 
we can make the world a much better place!
-------------------------- 
--------------------------  
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit: Amen.
-------------------------- 
-------------------------- 
AFFIRMATION OF FAITH (Unison)	Adapted from the Confession of 1967
The risen Christ is the Savior for all people.  Those joined to him by faith are set right with God, and commissioned to serve as his reconciling community.  Christ is head of this community, the church, which began with the apostles, and continues `through all generations.
This same Jesus Christ is the judge of all people.  His judgment discloses the ultimate seriousness of life, and gives promise of God’s final victory over the power of sin and death.  To receive life from the risen Lord is to have life eternal; to refuse life from him is to choose the death which is separation from God.  All who put their trust in Christ face divine judgment without fear, for the judge is their Redeemer.


Life in Christ is life eternal.  The resurrection of Jesus is God’s sign that he will consummate his work of creation and reconciliation beyond death, and bring to fulfillment the new life begun in Christ.  Amen.

CHARGE AND BENEDICTION		

“Fire in the hole!” 

That is a term that the military uses – 
to announce the impending detonation of explosive ordnance.

And – in a similar way – “I came to bring fire to the earth....”
is Jesus’ warning that something spiritually explosive is about to occur.

As we go forth into this new week, 
may we take our part in spreading the atoning fire of Christ’s love –  
to all of those who God may place in our lives!


Let us receive the Lord’s benediction....
  

