12th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 8.15.10

Scripture:
Hebrews 11:33-12:2



Luke 12:49-56

Is not my word like fire, says the Lord, and like a hammer that breaks a rock in pieces?




~Jeremiah 23:29

Long ago, when I was first starting out in the ministry, my next-door neighbor in Lenox, a man about my age, was lamenting the decline of the church in society.  His regret seemed to be about society no longer having a nucleus around which to order itself; it seemed he thought the church had fallen down on the job of establishing the values for its social context—values that would prove sustaining, enduring.  It was the church’s job to stabilize society; it was the church’s place to be an organizing center rather than a schismatic sideshow; and it was the people’s responsibility to participate in the life of the church as good citizens, as part of their civic duty.  
What he was saying didn’t seem quite right to me.  Though I had no way of thinking through that at the time, his idea that the church was to be useful to society in such a way struck me as off the mark, coming at the church with the wrong set of expectations.  

I suppose now I’d ask of Brett what he makes of Jesus’ warning for us this morning.  This is one of those things we might really wish Jesus hadn’t said: “Do you think I have come to bring peace to the earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division!”  But he’s remembered to have said it in two of the three synoptic gospels—Matthew and Luke, though in Matthew’s he’s remembered as more graphic, bringing not division but a sword.  So, we can’t just write it off, as something scribes added at a later date, or as something one gospel writer thought of as relevant in communicating just who this Jesus was but the others thought was a sidebar point.
It’s softened a bit by the possibility that the verb tense doesn’t come through translation all that well.  This statement might also be rendered, “My coming will not bring peace, but division.  My coming will not bring peace, but the sword.”  This takes away the sting that it’s Jesus’ intention to bring division; it paints “the sword” as a natural consequence, as collateral damage, more than as a strategic point.  For it is a fact that the question of Jesus’ messiahship is divisive: it’s either/or; it’s yes or no.  Either he is the incarnation of the Kingdom of God, which is then revealed as a realm where power is weakness, and weakness is power; where victory is won by forgiveness, and peace is established by self-sacrifice; where evil is not to be overcome by force but to be undone by resistance, by non-participation in it: either he is God-with-us, or he’s not, in which case he was at best a fool, at worst an offensive blasphemer who got what he deserved.  Read historically and religiously, this has been a divisive question.  Yet, I suppose there’s some comfort (a small crumb of comfort) to be found that Jesus didn’t intend it to be so divisive, so cutting.  
That said, it’s tough to soften this:  “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it was already kindled!”  Is it really possible that Jesus espoused a “scorched earth” policy of destroying anything and everything in the advancement of his coming?  There was perhaps a time when this seemed palatable.  The Crusades come to mind.  The bombing of Dresden comes to mind.  But we’re past that.  We’re a post-Holocaust people, living in the age of the atomic bomb and climate change; and we don’t take such talk lightly.  This is serious stuff Jesus is talking about here.  And if he means to be hyperbolic, speaking with rhetorical flourish for effect, then we’re not impressed.  And if he means to be speaking of some terrible acts of violence that God has in mind for this terrible world of sin, then we’re not inspired.  We need a God who can do better than that.  We need a God who can rise above such things.  As theologian Gil Bailie has written about our current predicament, “We moderns have begun to notice the similarity between the wretched violence from which the world must be saved and the righteous violence by which it has heretofore tried to save itself….[Ours] is a society losing its convictions about the nature of violence,…floundering in its attempt to determine whether violence is destructive or beneficial…We live in a world no longer able to make a coherent distinction between good and bad violence.”  Given this, we need a God who can meet us in such a world and show us the way through.  
The good news is that this is precisely the God we meet in Jesus Christ.  The bad news—or so it might seem—is what it costs not only to meet this God but to follow in His way.  

The Letter to the Hebrews was written, it appears, because people who had once accepted the finality of Jesus’ self-sacrifice were now sliding back into the practice of other-sacrifice—most commonly the sacrifice of animals.  This was likely in accordance to the Law that the people of God had received in Sinai, and it was an important move in weaning the people off violence for the sake of bringing the people together.    

It’s a terrible addiction—violence for the sake of unity.  It’s also a crafty one, manifesting in each new generation in a new way, that each new generation might buy into this age-old lie anew.  I remember a student of mine who said he wished his generation might have an event like WWII because it so unified the country—but at the cost 55 million lives!  But, of course, it won’t show up in the same old way.  As we speak, it’s showing up afresh in the church.  It’s what the question of gays and lesbians in the church is all about.  Sheela sent me a podcast this week that nearly set my hair on fire.  A conversation between two women, one who seemed to think of herself as a “progressive Christian” and the other who was taking up the cause against such a thing, this went as you might expect.  The orthodox believer was making the claim that progressive Christianity was a doomed prospect because it has become so secular that it makes going to church seem unnecessary to its own members.  But then her argument took a turn—against faithfulness and toward expediency.  She told a story of how a Lutheran diocese in California finally made the decision to allow into full membership, and even to ordain for leadership, gays and lesbians who were out of the closet, who were in relationships.  It made the news, she said; all the major media outlets were there for the story.  What they didn’t follow up, she seemed eager to tell, on was the later-to-come fact that many, many congregations went through the lengthy process of withdrawing from the diocese because they disagreed with the decision.  Her conclusion seemed to be that the church shouldn’t have decided to include the very people who make such wonderful scapegoats—for look what happened: they lost members.  Her cynicism shocked me; her setting aside faithfulness to the gospel in order to engage in an ecclesiastical popularity contest, and most of all her blindness to the fact that this is what she was doing, were breathtaking.  And her going on, then, to say that “the UCC is on the verge of extinction,” my thought was, “Alleluia!”  If we’re going to suffer for the sake of the gospel, alleluia!
All that said, we should remember that there was a time when such sacred scapegoating was a gift from God.  A way to channel violence into an orderly fashion, sacrifice in worship was sanctified violence by which God gave the people a means to make random outbreaks of violence less common.  Reliant on the transference of enmity onto a scapegoat and on the people’s agreeing (quite unconsciously) that such a thing would do, sacred violence was God’s safeguard for the people against their own—our own—need for violence.  
But God hadn’t spoken a final word.  God wasn’t finished in giving the people what we need to be not only a people but truly a people of God.  So came the cross—which stripped away that veil.  So came the cross, the self-sacrifice of Christ, which unveiled this truth—that the line between types and qualities of violence is an illusion, a lie.  Christ, as not the lamb of the people offered to God to assuage his supposed wrath, but as the Lamb of God offered to the people to assuage our wrath, is the revelation—the apocalypse—of this glorious and terrible truth: that the peace of God is at hand even amidst the fires of this world.  
And this is the cost of discipleship: journeying peaceably through flood and fire.  This is the cost of discipleship: facing down the sword, suffering the chains.  This is the cost of discipleship: being mocked, and not retaliating; being tormented and terrorized, and not retaliating; being imprisoned, and not seeking revenge.  This is the cost of discipleship: taking on to oneself the sacrificial fires that they might be quenched before swallowing up, to take one example, 55 million souls!  The baptism of fire that Jesus was eager to kindle was another way of talking about his unleashing the gospel in history, by which people would come to see that our violence will not save us.  Worse, it will consume us unless we take it into ourselves to bring it to rest.
This is the task of the church, and you’ll notice it has nothing to do with stabilizing society and civic duty.  If anything, it’s a disturbance to most social contexts, a disruption of most social order.  And it’s this that Jesus meant to warn us about—that the gospel will upset things even as it brings us to peace—a peace that passes all understanding and is without end.  
A few members of the congregation are reading a book called Resident Aliens by Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon (and others are, of course, invited to join in).  In it, they describe the new situation the mainline Protestant Church in America finds itself in—as an aging, once- wealthy dowager living in a decrepit mansion on the edge of town yet acting as if her family is still in charge.  Now, before us are three paths we might choose to move into an unknown future.  The first is to be an activist church, whose task it is to build a better society.  A second choice is to be a conversionist church, which concerns itself with the salvation of individual souls and the religious conversion of whole nations.  A third way is to be a confessing church, which is not a “synthesis of the other two approaches, a helpful middle ground.  Rather, it is a radical alternative.”  Hauerwas and Willimon write, “Rejecting both the individualism of the conversionists and the secularism of the activists and their common equation of what works with what is faithful, the confessional church finds its main political task to lie, not in the personal transformation of individual hearts or the modification of society, but rather in the congregation’s determination to worship Christ in all things… 
“The confessing church, like the conversionist church, also calls people to conversion, but it depicts that conversion as a long process of being baptismally grafted into a new people, an alternative, countercultural social structure called church.  It seeks to influence the world by being the church, that is, by being something the world is not and can never be, lacking the gift of faith and vision, which is ours in Christ.  [Similarly, the confessing church, like the activist church,] can participate in secular movements against war, against hunger, and against other forms of inhumanity, but it sees this as part of its necessary proclamatory action [and it does so in the faith that God is not stumped by such dire circumstances].  This church knows that its most credible form of witness is the actual creation of a living, breathing community of faith—a place clearly visible to the world, in which people are faithful to their promises, love their enemies, tell the truth, honor the poor, suffer for righteousness, and thereby testify to the amazing community-creating power of God.”   
This, I believe, is the church God needs.  We demand of God the sort of God we need God to be: so God demands the church to be the sort of church God needs us to be.  And it’s no coincidence that this church shares a name with the confessing church of Germany.  This arose as an opposition to the nazification of the Protestant Church in Germany and its most prominent member was Dietrich Bonheoffer.  He resisted National Socialism because he chose to follow Christ; he participated in a failed plot to assassinate Hitler because he chose against his own righteousness.  For these, he was arrested and imprisoned in the concentration camp at Buchenwald, and then executed at the concentration camp at Sachsenhausen.  This is to say, he came to sit among that great cloud of witnesses that we heard about earlier; and through it all he was a writer of elegant Christian theology and poetry—the last poem of his hand being the text for the last hymn will sing this morning.  Given all this, Bonheoffer knew well the division the gospel would unleash in the world.  He wrote of it: “Christians in Germany will face a terrible alternative of either willing the defeat of their nation in order that Christian civilization may survive, or willing the victory of their nation and thereby destroying our civilization.  I know which of these alternatives I must choose; but I cannot make this choice in security.”  
Well, it’s easy, in the veneration of such martyrs, to slip into venerating the terrible circumstances that made their witness so crucial, so glorious.  We’d be foolish, we’d be cruel, to hope to live amidst such forsakenness—just to test our faithfulness, just to prove our righteousness. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t pray that we be the church God needs us to be, come what may.  On the contrary even while we pray “Lead us not into the time of trial,” we’re faithful also to pray, “When living through a time of trial, may we, by your gracious power, yet be your church.”  Even while we affirm of God, “You lead us not into the time of testing,” we’re faithful also to pray, “When we find ourselves amidst such a time, strengthen us by your gracious power, to live by the gospel and to bear it forth.”  No longer the handmaid of empire, we long to be the Bride of Christ.  No longer available to serve “social stability,” we worship Christ in all things, even when this means such things will collapse, even when this means the thing to collapse is what has passed as “the church.”  
Of course, it’s easy to condemn what has come before.  It’s easy to blame people in the past for not being able to interpret their time.  Hindsight, they say, is 20/20.  Yes, of course, it’s much harder to admit that we too cannot interpret our present time, not fully, not truly.  This means some cocksure pastor 100 years from now may well look back on our living of these days and say, “Shame!  Shame!”  We will fumble the gospel.  We will not be as faithful as the gospel demands.  Yet, even still, God is victorious.  Since God’s victory is open to the labor of our hands but is not dependent upon our success, God is victorious.    
This is what’s meant by Jesus being seated at the right hand of the throne of God.  And to be honest, I’d never understood why such an image should inspire me.  But recently I heard a story that changed this.  “A student spent his summer as a menial laborer on a construction crew.  He said his foreman was a person of kindness and grace.  If a worker got sick on the job, he understood and made arrangements.  If a worker had problems at home and was late or absent from work, he would cover for him.  The one thing he would not tolerate, though, was a worker who sat down on the job before the work was finished.  To sit down was a sign that the job was done, and to do so beforehand was a violation of trust.”  Theologian Thomas Long, who tells this story, now interprets this story: “To say that Jesus is ‘seated at the right hand of God’ is essentially to claim that the work of redemption is complete; that, in God’s chronology, justice has been established and that, in God’s eternal time, shalom even now reigns.”

With Christ so seated, the church is invited into this shalom—to live it visibly and publicly, here and now, as if it were at hand, for it is.  Likewise, we are warned that this shalom will be unwelcomed in the world, that it will be rejected sometimes by torturous means, and that this might come to us at terrible cost.  We are forgiven that, given this truth, we might be more fearful than faithful, that we might choose expediency over righteousness.  Then we are called once again to give of ourselves as Christ has given; and by gracious power, we will so do.
Thanks be to God.
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