St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday  OT 20 C  8/14/22
Jeremiah 38:4-6; 8-10;  Hebrews 12:1-4;  Luke 12:49-53

My Brothers and Sisters,

Jesus says, “I have come to set the earth on fire, and how I wish it were already blazing!”

Right now, those are probably the last words we want to hear from Jesus!  
We have had enough fire and heat this summer!  We have witnessed fires in France and Ukraine, in Haiti and Greece, and always, it seems, in California. 
We have certainly had our share of unbearable heat, and returning from a retreat in Ipswich on Friday, I saw miles and miles of brown and burned fields and pastures.
No, Jesus’ desire for a blazing fire is not an appealing one.  
Even more, it is a frightening image because it disturbs our summer comfortableness and complacency. 
Furthermore, Jesus speaks of division, but the division is not so much out there as it is inside of us. 
Jesus is forcing us to ask ourselves: 
   What does it mean to be a Christian in today’s world?  
   What does it look like to love as Jesus loved, to act as Jesus acted, to be a person of justice in such an unjust world?  
   What choices am I called to make, this year, to be a true follower of Jesus?
When I look at Jesus, I see that there are two sides of Him that I have to hold together. There is the compassionate Jesus and there is the passionate Jesus.

The compassionate Jesus is the one who was heralded at his birth as the prince of peace.  Angels sang, “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” The compassionate Jesus mingles with the poor, heals wounds and raises up the lowly. I love the compassionate Jesus.
The passionate Jesus, on the other hand, as Simeon foretold at Jesus’ presentation in the temple, is “destined for the rise and fall of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be contradicted.” The passionate Jesus criticizes self-serving power and scorns hypocrisy.  The passionate Jesus talks about letting go, about carrying one’s cross, about the willingness to give up one’s life. This passionate Jesus makes me uncomfortable. He asks uncomfortable questions seeking honest answers.
In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus preaches blessings and woes.
The compassionate Jesus preaches blessings on the poor, the hungry, the weeping, the hated and excluded.

The passionate Jesus pronounces woes on the rich, the satisfied, the privileged, the exalted.
Where do I stand?

Today, the passionate Jesus is front and center.
Not surprisingly, He uses the powerful image of fire.

Fire, too, has two sides.

Fire in a fireplace, on a cold winter night, warms, dances and delights, and gathers people together.  We love it.
But fire also burns and consumes and sacrifices in order to give that warmth and light.  This is the fire Jesus is talking about today.
But, why now?

Jesus is about to undergo his second Baptism which is his death and resurrection.  Jesus says, “There is a Baptism with which I must be baptized, and how great is my anguish until it is accomplished.”  

Jesus’ first Baptism was to send him forth on his mission of preaching and healing for the sake of the Kingdom of his Father.

His second Baptism is to send forth his Spirit into his disciples – and into us --to carry on that mission.  He is burning to share his mission with his disciples and with us. But, He must die and rise to do that – his second Baptism.
Remember that, when John the Baptist was baptizing at the Jordan, he told the people, “I am baptizing with water, but one mightier than I is coming. … He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”

At Pentecost, that Holy Spirit did come with fire.  We read that, when the Spirit came, “there appeared to [the disciples] tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of them.”
We are part of that picture of Spirit and fire.
At our own Baptism, (which, of course, we don’t remember) a candle was presented to our godparents with the words: “This light is entrusted to you to be kept burning brightly. Your godchild has been enlightened by Christ.  He/she is to walk always as a child of the light.  May he/she keep the flame of faith alive in her heart. …”

What are we doing to keep that flame of faith alive?

There is much to ponder in today’s Gospel.

It is a good Gospel to pray with and talk to Jesus about.

In a few weeks, we will be beginning a “new” year.

What might we do, this year, to be more faith-filled disciples, companions, friends of Jesus who gave Himself fully, so that, as we heard in The Letter to the Hebrews, “[we] may not grow weary and lose heart”?
We, too, have a Baptism to live.

We, too, have a flame to stir into the fire of love.
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