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They Will Be Divided 

10th Sunday after Pentecost C, 8/14/22 

For reasons best known to those who make lectionaries, the hardest of Jesus’s 

teachings tend to come up during the hottest months of the year, at least in the 

Northern Hemisphere. Love it or hate it, triple-digit, road-melting heat came upon 

us this week like a prelude to hell, and today’s readings make it not one whit cooler 

or easier to bear, though the weekend’s weather is kinder than it could’ve been. Yet 

as we cower in the AC or wilt if bereft of it, the church in its wisdom sets for us a 

lesson in which the Prince of Peace and Word that Was With God explains that he 

came “to bring fire to the earth” and that he “wished that it was already kindled.” 

I’m not sure what kind of fire he has in mind, though even to have to ask that 

question accepts that: 1) he can, and 2) he will. But Jesus, we ask, what kind of fire 

would you bring to the earth? Your Dad was fine with sending nothing after the rain 

but rainbows, or so he said. Are you sure you want to do this? Yes. Well, then: what 

kind of fire have you in mind? Is it the refiner’s fire of Malachi 3:2, the wildfires of 

New Mexico et al. 24:7, or the rocket- and gun-fire Russia’s turned on Ukraine and 

that the PRC seems to want to turn on Taiwan? Whichever it is, Son of Man, Son 

of Mary, you should be aware: things down here be well a-burning. Do you really 

want to add more fuel to those flames? 

Wait a minute, you say. Maybe it’s none of these. Maybe he means “fire” as 

“inspiration,” not “fire” as “consumption.” “Fire” may a metaphor. Unlike the 

Joker, you want to say, Jesus doesn’t literally want to watch the world burn. 

Or does he?  

Every time I get to this passage, I have to tell you, I’m not sure. This may be yet 

another post-traumatic stress reaction on his part to having been tortured in the wild 

by Satan as though auditioning for work in a Russian prison. It may be another one 
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of those now-we-remember-what-he-said things the church came up with long after 

Jesus was gone, when they stopped expecting him to return soon but still really 

wanted him to, if just to prove their cultured despisers wrong. After Jerusalem fell 

and the Temple was torn down, they remembered how he said he’d tear it down and 

then build it up again in three days. “By this he meant the temple of his body,” say 

the glosses on that text, actively refusing to engage it – to which I say, “Did he?” 

Maybe he did want to tear brick-by-brick and stone-by-stone the Temple from 

which the devil said to throw himself, or watch burn the city over which that same 

fiend held him, asking him to imagine that all these would serve him if he only bowed 

his head to the Father of Lies. Are they that weak, Jesus must’ve wondered, that 

they’d serve a Bright Shining Lie in league with the devil himself? Maybe Dad was 

right to drown them all back then – and tell them “Not the water, but fire next 

time.” 

Be that as it may, and even if the Christians only remembered him saying things like 

“I come not to bring peace, but a sword” when they watched swords break the peace 

around them time and again, it still begs the question: what did he mean? If swords 

still ring in mothers’ heads, the love of God made real in Christ and his church was 

clearly not making the difference they thought it would make. They saw families 

fracture, sons turn on fathers, mothers turn on daughters, in-laws turn on one another 

like wild dogs, all because some in a family followed him and some of their kin did 

not. Did Jesus see that in his mind’s eye before it happened, know by intuition and 

insight the divisive effects his coming, saying, and living “Peace be with you,” or 

“No-one comes to the Father except through me,” would have? If he did, and was 

good with that, what are we to make of it? For we must make something. 

I think there are at least two kinds of division that a figure like Jesus, or movements 

like he sparked and whose flames Paul fed, bring to the world. The first is the one 

that Islam, the Buddha, and any reformer of the human state and condition also set 
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off: an understanding of things as they are, clarity that things as they are are not too 

great for a too many people, a vision that things do not have to be as they are, and 

the conviction that you, I, and the rest of the downtrodden and dispossessed can 

change them until they are not. Tear down this wall, break these chains, unbar the 

prisons and open the doors of your minds, set everyone free who isn’t, and put in 

chains those who enchained them. “Bottom rail be on the top rung now” said many 

a formerly enslaved American to those who had enslaved them until the federal army 

showed up, invading its own country to break by any means necessary the power of 

enemies domestic and traitorous; “His truth is marching on.” 

Of course, bottom rail didn’t stay on the top rung for long. After the Civil War and 

the relative successes of Reconstruction, to this day too little-known and often 

misunderstood, the federal government soon gave the South back to rule by whites 

most racist and terrible, who soon enough blessed their evil by means of that other 

form of division that a figure like Jesus or Paul brings, or is used to bring: a tyranny 

of the mind and body enforced by a politics of division, religions of rigid doctrine, 

and a brutalizing ethic enforced without question or pity. I have said before that 

religions are invented by poets and then stolen by lawyers, cops, and accountants, in 

that order. This process turns the power of literary-religious expression of the 

beautiful and terrible truths of human experience into harsh rules that destabilize 

communities; stupefy art, education, and integrity; repress human freedom and 

expression; and enslave people to the worst among them – who then find yet more 

ways to steal their money, self-worth, time, and energy in the name of, but never to 

the benefit of, their God. I could stand here for a solid week and recite the details of 

how the world’s religions, Christianity not least, have been used to oppress, degrade, 

and abuse human beings, and still are, and not run out of material. Religious 

institutions are not the only ones that foster oppression, but few have ever oppressed 

no-one. There is a reason why at least one Enlightenment thinker, finding the study 
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of the past to be mostly a study in exactly what not to do in the present, concluded 

that, “Freedom will begin only when the last king has been strangled to death with 

the entrails of the last priest.” Did the Jesus we heard this morning see this in his 

mind’s eye, too, when he warned “How is it that ye do not discern [viz. understand] 

this time?” (Lk.12:56).  

I do not know, yet the author of Hebrews might have. In this morning’s passage, 

Hebrews tells of heroes of faith who knew triumph, but also persecution. It praises 

most those who suffered most, finding that of them “the world was not worthy” 

(Heb. 11:38). Yet even they did not get what was promised; God wouldn’t give them 

paradise until he could give to all the saints, which will include us, if we work at it 

and have faith like they did, enduring or at least trying to. They form that “great 

cloud of witnesses” who surround and inspire the faithful as they struggle against sin 

and oppressors. Like Jesus on the cross, they endure present pain for promised joy, 

and of them the world is also held to be not worthy (Heb.12:1-2). Like Jeremiah in 

today’s first reading, they remind us to speak truth to power even when it hurts, and 

never to prophesy lies. They help us distinguish the fevered dreams of clouded minds 

from and the words of God spoken faithfully that never lie. As he says, “What has 

straw in common with wheat?” (Jer.23:28). Not much, if you think about it, but not 

nothing: one will nourish, yet both will burn. 

That is: religions that abide with open minds and hearts in the midst of all truths 

(even new ones), set people free, and improve the human condition are like wheat. 

They feed us body, soul, and mind, and help us so feed others. By contrast, religions 

that fear truth, close minds, oppress dissent, ignore hard questions, deceive their 

adherents, and rob them blind are like the straw left behind after the wheat has been 

taken. What once was good in them has been taken out, and cannot be put back in. 

Perhaps they are among those things in which Jesus wished he’d already set a fire 

when he lamented in the gospel that he hadn’t yet. 
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Yet we must be careful, and avoid the note of triumph that comes in Hebrews, proud 

as it is, and as we might be, of those who endured. Religions, like regimes, that 

oppress inspire, as their replacements, religions and regimes that set free – and this is 

good. But religions and regimes that set free can get prideful, leading people to 

confuse their freedom with their power. Then, should they feel that either is 

threatened, they become oppressors in their own right, burning their own wheat and 

retaining the straw. Thus we find people claiming that their freedom means that they 

don’t have to respect the rights and freedoms of other people, can force us all to live 

as they want us to, and that their way of seeing things has to matter most, even when 

it is degrading, demeaning, or simply not true. “I don’t care what the facts are,” has 

said more than one false prophet and strawman on this point, “I know what I 

believe.”  

When asked, such people say that their greatest fear is that they will be forced to 

accept truths they don’t like or people who are not like they are, whom they consider 

a threat simply because they exist and will not bow down, much like Jesus would not 

bow to Satan in the wild. That same Jesus, enduring present pain for future glory, 

later said that “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” To that we 

must cling like barnacles, for he means not your truth or my truth, but all truth, 

anything that is true, any truth at all. Lies imprison; truth sets free. How? Well, as 

Jeremiah heard it, “Is not my word like fire, says the Lord, and like a hammer that 

breaks a rock in pieces?” (Jer.23:29).  

Our Anglican tradition, for all its limitations, has learned the hard way that it is – fire, 

a hammer, a lesson not to be ignored – and thus not to strip the wheat from its straw. 

At our best, we accept differences in ways to do not foster division. Richard Hooker, 

of the 1st Queen Elizabeth’s time, articulated one way how as the via media, the 

middle way. On it, he said, we seek “not a compromise for the sake of peace, but a 

comprehension for the sake of truth.” He knew that many a reformer had been set 
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ablaze for trying to make things better, and many a revanchist had been set on fire 

for trying to make them worse. In both cases, people were turned to ash because of 

what they thought God was and what they thought we had to do about it. No more 

of that, said Hooker inter alia. Find the deep truths on which we agree – love God, 

and love your neighbor as yourself, for example – and find ways to live into that, 

together or apart. The only other choice is to set a fire in the world that will burn till 

all its wheat is turned to straw, and all the straw to ash. Then indeed would the meek 

inherit the earth; there’d be no-one else left.  

Perhaps the best last word to say on this subject today is one from Abraham Lincoln. 

“I care not for a man’s religion,” he is said to have said, “whose dog or cat is not the 

better for it.” Mine may not qualify anymore, seeing as how one of our cats passed 

away this week, though we did all we could for her to give her the best life and death 

we could. Yet if what we do or believe of God does not make better the lives that 

depend upon us, there’s no doubt in my mind that we’re doing it wrong. Let there 

be no division among us on that score, at least. Amen. 


