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Isaiah 5:1-7; Psalm 80:1-2,8-18; Hebrews 11:29-12:2; Luke 12:49-56
Many of you come to church on Sunday mornings, seeking comfort, quiet consolation, and peace.  Rightfully so; after all, God’s house is sanctuary.  And some of you come because of tradition.  Your parents and maybe even your grandparents belonged to St. Mark’s.  Maybe this is the church of your youth that brings back those warm fuzzy feelings of nostalgia and familiarity.  Yet for others, the historicity and antiquity of this place appeals to your sense of aesthetics.  Or maybe you are inspired by St. Mark’s tradition of fine music.
Whatever the reason you come, in the final analysis, Church is where you come to tie things down, slow down from the frantic paces, cool down from that which heats you up in day-to-day living and in what is going on in the world, and quiet the noise in your heads.  This is Church.
But then there’s Jesus in today’s gospel:  “I have come to send fire on the earth, fire!  Do you think I’ve come to bring peace?  No!  Peace is boring!  Strife!  Division!  I’ve come to split up families, divide homes, turn father against son, mother against daughter.”  Fire!

This is another one of those Sundays many clergy would rather sleep in and hide under the covers than preach, or have a substitute preacher take the hot seat.  Admit it—you, too, would rather hear from the gentle, soothing, what a friend we have in Jesus.  But this morning Jesus begins to smolder and flicker into a white-hot flame.  And that makes all of us a bit nervous.

This morning’s reading from Isaiah is a love letter from God, a love-sick, broken hearted God.  God had given everything to his people, nurturing, tending, protecting, and blessing them.  And instead of yielding fruit back to God in thankfulness and faithfulness, they gave back puny, sour fruit in the form of bloodshed and apathy, instead of justice and righteousness.

Jesus urges his disciples and us to know how to interpret the present time and then bear fruit that pleases God.  He wants to ignite us to live into our baptisms, prayerfully, faithfully, courageously.  The disciples gathered after the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Just following the order of worship, going through the motions, singing a few hymns, pews bolted down, doors locked, preacher droning on, and ushers helping people to get comfortable.  Then somewhere between the prelude and the offering, the building began to rumble, the doors swung open, and somebody shouted, “Fire!”  We call that day Pentecost.  The church was born in the crucible, in the furnace of God’s fire.  Jesus said, “I’m looking for a few people who are combustible.”

Emma Goldman, great anarchist activist, did jail time because of her politics at the turn of the century.  She got out of jail and took work as a midwife among the poor in Hell’s Kitchen in New York City.  Most of her activist friends assumed that Emma had retired from her radical politics, that she was no longer a threat.  They were wrong.  When a girl baby was delivered, Emma Goldman would whisper in the infant’s ear:  “Rebel!  Rebel!”

In East Germany, years ago, Will Willimon spoke with a pastor who had suffered terribly under the Communists and complained about an influx into his congregation of young, angry, disaffected rebels. 
 “We’re a closed society.  There is nowhere for their dissent to be heard but in the church.  It’s the only place to take out your anger against the government.  So, they buy denim jeans, let their hair grow long, and come to church where they are free to be angry.”

Friends, when our church becomes the safe, business as usual place of middle class refuge for secure stability, and things cool off and cool down, we are not the incendiary fellowship Jesus incited us to be.  We will have turned into a country club.  Then we are really playing into the hand of evil.
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Don’t think that evil only shows itself in the disgusting, unconscionable acts we see reported in the news.  No, evil has a heyday with lukewarm complacency and not giving a damn, while looking to all the world like good Christian people.

If you want a real jolt to pasty Christian sensibilities, read C. S. Lewis’ book, The Screwtape Letters.
Lewis’ devil in the book, named Screwtape, advises his apprentice devil nephew to focus the new believer on the utilitarian, politically conservative and correct, and stabilizing aspects of the Christian faith as the best antidote against real Christianity:
“Quietly and gradually nurse him on to the stage at which, the religion Christianity is valued chiefly because of the excellent arguments it can produce in favor of the British war effort or of pacifism.  The attitude which you want to guard against is that in which temporal affairs are treated primarily as material for obedience.  Once you have made the World an end, and faith a means, you have almost won your man, and it makes very little difference what kind of worldly end he is pursuing.  Provided that meetings, pamphlets, policies, movements, causes and crusades, matter more to him than prayers and sacraments and charity, he is ours—and the more “religious” (on those terms), the more securely ours.  I could show you a pretty cageful down here.  Your affectionate uncle, SCREWTAPE”

What is the means?  What is the hoped-for end?  Is it the things that matter to the world, where we are seen as celebrities and socially admired good people?  Is the end simply doing those things that keep us busy, or obedient to world systems that don’t honor what God is doing in the world, that don’t bring about the Kingdom of God and actually work against it?  
Or are we truly disciples of Jesus with a life-giving, world-changing holy fire?  Jesus doesn’t want people to talk about how religious they are.  Jesus isn’t looking for Pharisees to show the world how good they are.  Jesus is looking for faithful prayer warriors and worshipers, willing to serve the church with zeal.  Jesus wants people who are on fire that comes from following him, filled with the Holy Spirit, obedient to God’s call instead of society’s shallow and artificial status quo or inept or corrupt governments’ business as usual.

When we become ignited, fired up, challenging mediocrity, complacency and sitting on the sidelines not getting involved—then we are a purifying and warming blaze.  God gives various gifts and passions to different people, and it is our gift back to God to use them for God’s glory and God’s kingdom.  To invest in that which lives forever, instead of sitting on our butts and being content to be comfortable, not making waves.
In my last parish I ruffled a few feathers in the community when justice wasn’t served.  A couple with two children were evicted from their home with no place to go and all of their earthly goods on the front lawn.  I rallied other clergy and people from our churches to go help these people and provide shelter and storage.  Some in the community were snickering and wouldn’t lift a finger.  They didn’t like the parents and didn’t care that they caused the lovely children to suffer.

Why did I do it and put myself at odds with the community?  It’s because I’ve learning more and more each day what it means to live to please God and not to be a people pleaser.  Be a people pleaser, and you will please no one, and will aggravate most.  Some folks get upset when you don’t do things their way, and folks all have their own ways.  Some will hate you because you upset the apple cart.  Be glad!  
Prophets have never really been liked all that well.  Yet God keeps sending them.  Prophets are people with fire in their bellies that comes from loving and knowing the Living God and listening to God’s call on their lives.
Seek first the Kingdom of God, seek to please God, follow Jesus into the places that are hot.  Some people won’t like you.  They won’t agree with your politics or your religion, nor you with their’s.  We have to learn to live together.  We aren’t people who want to be religious.  We are people of faith who live to please God, who follow Jesus into the hard places.  Then we have peace within.













Page 3

Peace, my friends, isn’t quiet and calm and everything rosey.  Peace is pursing God’s will, pursing God’s purpose, living into God’s glorious plan for yourself and by default for all creation.  That is the ultimate Peace, no matter how crazy things are around us.  Interestingly, peace and fire go hand in hand.  It’s one of the great paradoxes of the gospel.  
If you’ve got the Holy Spirit fire in your belly, you are willing to fight like hell for world peace.  And if you’ve got the Holy Spirit fire in your belly, you are willing to make your “good old boy” friends and neighbors uncomfortable or nervous because you put Christ and the Church first.

If you’ve got Holy Spirit fire in your belly, you care about our environment and living green, and about the rape of our natural resources, God’s creation.  I have a vision and pray for the day that St. Mark’s will take a leadership role among local churches in the area of stewardship of creation.
And if you’ve got Holy Spirit fire in your belly, you speak out against human rights violations.  You care about the immigrant farm workers right here in New York State that do not have even the most basic rights and whose employers are violating labor laws that have been in place over a century.
And if you’ve got Holy Spirit fire in your belly, you hunger and thirst for righteousness.  You cry out to God from the depths of your soul in prayer every day for the things that matter most in this world.  

And if you’ve got Holy Spirit fire in your belly, you look forward to coming into God’s house, this place of prayer, nurturing, worship, fellowship, and inciting to mission, to receive from God’s word, and from God’s sacraments in the Body and Blood of Jesus, the fire giver.  
That’s where it begins.  Without the church’s life within you, you’re simply easy fodder for Uncle Screwtape and all of his nasty nephew devils who want to lull you into complacency and being nice and looking good to the community.  You’ll simply live a bland, boring life, always looking for peace but never finding it.  Or maybe you’ll be one of those people who is personally angry at everything and everyone because of a past hurt, and you make a loud and noisy protest about something or are always offended by someone, but you have nothing constructive to offer.  
Either way, you certainly won’t be following Jesus, whose Holy Spirit fire burned so hot it cost him his life, and as we read it Hebrews, many in the early Church burned so hot they lost their lives. 
Or, you can decide now to follow, trust, and commit to the One who brings us the fire that warms, leads, and purifies, making you fit to serve the Living God, transforming a world sadly in need of transformation.  It’s up to us—we are Jesus’ Body on this earth.  We are called to a higher priority, to live into our life’s mission and call, and make a difference.

As we read from Hebrews, chapter 12, verse1 (from the Good News Bible):   “…So then, let us rid ourselves of everything that gets in the way, and of the sin which hold on to us so tightly, and let us run with determination the race that lies before us.  Let us keep our eyes fixed on Jesus, on whom our faith depends from beginning to end.”

I close with one of my favorite prayers from the Morning Prayer liturgy:  “Glory to God whose power, working in us can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine.  Glory to God from generation to generation in the church, and in Christ Jesus for ever and ever.  Amen.”
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