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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Last week, you'll recall that it almost felt a little bit like the season of Advent around here. We don't yet have cold December 
weather to endure, nor did we light the Advent wreath, but I think we might as well have done -- because we did hear from 
Jesus telling his disciples a line that we often hear in the beginning of Advent, a line that shifts our focus forward to the 
coming of Christ, a line that helps us remember that Christ is indeed coming again. Last week in Luke's Gospel, we heard 
Jesus say that "the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour."  
 
And while we look forward in faith to his coming again, we also remember with great thanksgiving that he came here at all, 
the first time -- that Jesus came to this earth that we might know God more fully in flesh and blood and humanity; that we 
might find joy in giving adoration and praise to our Emmanuel, God with us; that we might find hope in the God who 
created all things yet chose to stoop down to our lowliness and take on our very life; that we might know love incarnate who 
came down at Christmas. 
 
We've heard all of this material from Luke -- both Advent and Christmas -- with the first two chapters of his story telling the 
miraculous moments of how and why Jesus came to this earth. But nestled in the opening chapters is a bit of a dark reality 
that, perhaps, we might come to understand a bit more through the lens of the Gospel story we've just heard this morning. 
In chapter two of Luke, there is cause for great celebration as Jesus is officially presented in the Temple. Simeon takes him in 
his arms and proclaims that, in Jesus, he has seen God's very salvation, and that Jesus will be a light to the nations and the 
glory of all Israel. And then, just after this divine moment, he offers his blessing to the holy family and gives this curious 
prophecy: 
 
"This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner 
thoughts of many will be revealed." 
  
I imagine this would have been difficult to understand at the time. The coming of the messiah was to be good news of great 
joy! The angels were singing "Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace!" It was foretold that the nations would 
come to his light and kings to the brightness of his dawning!  
 
Simeon's cautionary tale seems to be lost in the joyfulness of the beginnings of Christ's story, but they are words we cannot 
ignore because not all received him with such joy. For all that we think on when it comes to Advent and Christmas and why 
Jesus came to this earth -- all the joy, all the peace, all the love -- rarely would we think to look ahead a bit in his Gospel to 
what we've just heard: 
 
"I came to bring fire to the earth...Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather 
division!" 
 
It is a stunning revelation. I once had someone ask me about this passage; they were in disbelief that the same Jesus of the 
meek and mild manger could have uttered this. "Why would he do this?", they said in great desperation. "Why would Jesus 
divide families?" 
 
I sympathize with the question, especially on a day when we've invited families here to worship with us and give thanks for 
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their relationships! If we take Jesus at his word, it certainly seems like that's what he's up to. But I believe that Simeon's words 
came true in the person of Jesus not by him but because of him. It is very easy to misunderstand Jesus, after all. It's no wonder 
that he was opposed by many. I know lots of folks who think he was just a crazy, wandering preacher who occasionally had 
some good ideas but more often than not didn't -- or had ideas that were so difficult that no one could possibly accomplish 
them: like turning the other cheek, or selling all one's possessions, or loving one's enemies. Jesus was nothing if not 
controversial. 
 
And so when we hear him today talk to the crowds, telling them that father will be divided against son, and mother against 
daughter, we don't necessarily hear him speak of this joyfully or as something that he wishes will come to pass. Instead, I 
believe we hear an angry Jesus today, a frustrated Jesus -- because when the Son of God took on our very life, he took on 
every aspect of it -- even our tendency towards frustration. 
 
Jesus, who came to this earth that in him we might know God, that in him we might seek joy, that in him we might find 
hope, knows that that hasn't been the case in all that he's seen in his travels -- nor will it be as those travels continue and he 
heads to Jerusalem for what will end up being his Passion. And yet, for all that wasn't right in the world, for all that was in 
need of forgiveness and redemption, and for all of the things that must have brought Jesus frustration, he endured with the 
faith of God's promise of life and love. He continued his journey to the cross that he might die for the life of this world that 
he came into, faults and all. As the author of Hebrews puts it, Jesus, who is the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, came to 
this earth "for the sake of the joy that was set before him [and] endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his 
seat at the right hand of the throne of God." 
 
I have long found great comfort in those words, that before my own frustrations or my own shortcomings in faith, it is Jesus 
who is the perfecter of my faith, of mine and yours -- our faith that is often a cause for division. But it is also a faith that 
needs perfecting -- a faith that, in our humanity, will not always get it right. A faith that, in a divided and broken world, that 
may even lead to suffering. The myriad of saints who have come before us certainly know that truth, that the people of God 
do not always live in a comfortable time -- but this is at least in part because of our own doing, our own division, because we 
have tried so many ways of living in this world that do not act out of the love that God has shown to us. 
 
Jesus came to earth that we might have life and have it abundantly -- and he always told the truth. Sometimes that wasn't a 
truth his followers and the crowds wanted to hear. We are no different today, and I believe that Jesus' words, though they 
might make us uncomfortable, ring as true now as they did when he first said them. Today they aren't necessarily given that 
we might find comfort in them but that we might know the reality of what is happening in our world -- that we might learn 
to interpret this present, confusing time and live in such a way that points to a better and more life-giving reality -- that for 
those who follow Jesus and are witnesses to his Advent and his coming at Christmas, this is a time for endurance, a time to be 
steadfast, a time to be resilient; that this is a time in which we must look to Jesus and not know him as a cause for our pride or 
the reason for our divisions but as the one -- the only one -- who perfects those things in us that need perfecting, who gives us 
strength to follow him still in a world divided, a world in need of redeeming, a world that cannot be redeemed without him. 
 
But for all we may not understand about this present time, we do know that there is nothing that can compare with the love 
of Christ, he who came to this earth not to cause division but he who prayed that we all might be one in him. So let us run 
with patience the race set before us, lifting one another up, looking to the places where we are divided and then seeking 
Christ as the one who will unite us -- he who came not so the world would be forsaken in fire but that it might be saved 
through him; he who came to be the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, he who strengthens you to walk in his way, to endure 
through suffering and division, that we might then take our place with him when he comes again in glory. 
 
Amen. 

 


