
 
 
 
Readings: Jeremiah 23.23-29; Hebrews 11.29-12.2; Luke 12.49-56 
 
Hear the good news: Jesus says, ‘From now on they will be divided: father against son and son 
against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against her 
daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.’ You thought Jesus was about peace – 
about cupcakes and crumbly candy bars, about John Lennon long hair and glasses and Woodstock 
V-signs and multi-coloured Volkswagen campervans. Turns out you’re wrong. ‘Do you think that I 
have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division.’ Great news, everybody: 
we’re in for a big fight. 
 
Many years ago I’d not long before started as vicar of a church when I spotted two congregation 
members lingering after worship. Like a typical vicar, I saw them both as younger people, and 
therefore gold dust, and assumed because they were young they must be friends, because, as we all 
know, all young people are friends. I quickly realised I was completely mistaken. I’d walked into a 
stand-up shouting match.  
 
On my left was Chris, a year or two out of college and recently married. Not long after their 
marriage Chris and his wife had taken in a 17-year-old girl from the church, who’d fallen out with 
her mum and needed a place to live. A few weeks before, this young woman had let it be known that 
she was pregnant. But later she declared that she’d fallen down the stairs and had a miscarriage. On 
my right was Rita, who’d gone back to college to train in social work, and was very worried about 
Chris not respecting boundaries and getting in above his head and about what having this brooding 
17-year-old around would do to Chris’ marriage.  
 
Rita was convinced the girl had made the whole story up. Chris said, ‘It’s none of your business; and 
how can you be so hard-hearted; and anyway how could you possibly know?’ As a new vicar at the 
church, I realised this was a place of passion. But it was also a place where I had to learn how to 
referee a fight. Chris had given a lot of energy to youth work at that church, and didn’t have much to 
show for it. He was determined that he was at least going to save one of these young people. Rita 
wanted to avoid letting anyone make the mistakes she’d made, as a girl and as a mother. This was a 
fight for survival. 
 
And a few years later I was at a church where the focus of anxiety and conflict wasn’t the teenage 
phantom pregnancy but the church hall. When I came I found it bizarre that the hall had been run 
almost entirely separately from the church, and seemed to exist largely for the benefit of non-church 
community members who liked to have their education classes and social events there. As soon as I 
could, I appointed a verger to live above the hall. The verger was part of the congregation and 
committed to the church’s mission. But a few weeks later we started getting two homeless men 
sleeping in the hall porch most nights of the week. The verger got into the habit of giving them some 
breakfast and the odd blanket. But the woman who ran the education and social programme was 
furious. This was not the image she wanted visitors to see when they appeared for morning 
architectural appreciation classes. One day I arrived at the church and saw the verger and the course 
organiser gesticulating animatedly at one another outside the hall with a homeless man sleeping 
happily on the ground about ten feet away.  
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Two stories of division in the church. The one about the teenage pregnancy was about when a small 
congregation has more on its plate than it can emotionally deal with, and about what happens when 
a sense of personal guilt distorts wise judgments. It ought to have been about compassion and 
pastoral care but it was really about a messiah complex and a person determined to be the expert. 
The argument one about the homeless man and the hall was about whether a church is really about 
Jesus. The dispute should have been about mission and outreach but it was really about whether 
Christians can ever close their eyes to things they find ugly and embarrassing. 
 
You don’t need me to tell you how much energy, time, angst, sleepless nights, and anger these kinds 
of conflicts take up. And many of us resent that wasted time and grieve the drain of emotional 
energy because we want to get on with the work of mission, and not be distracted by division. But 
hear these strange words of Jesus. In Matthew’s version, Jesus says: ‘Do not think that I have come 
to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.’ What could those words 
possibly mean? Well, it depends what you mean by peace, and it depends what you mean by a 
sword.  
 
Let’s start with the sword. A sword can be used for fighting and killing. But a sword can be used for 
dividing. And dividing isn’t always a bad thing. Think about cutting up a pizza so everyone can have 
a slice. Or, more painfully, think about cutting out an appendix to save a patient’s life. Sometimes 
you need to divide in order to heal. And think back to the story of Solomon in the First Book of 
Kings, when two women came before him, both claiming the same baby as their own. Solomon took 
a sword and began to divide the child between them. One woman pleaded with him to stop, even if 
it meant her getting nothing. And Solomon immediately knew she was the true mother. A sword can 
heal, and a sword can reveal the truth. Jesus came to heal, and Jesus came to reveal the truth. 
 
But where does that leave peace? I want you to put yourself in that emotional place where you walk 
in on a stand-up row about a teenage pregnancy or shouting match about how to treat a homeless 
man in your church hall porch. Do you say, ‘Oh no, please let’s be grown-ups, just stop fighting and 
let’s live in peace. Why can’t we all just get along?’? If you do, you’re not talking about the peace that 
Jesus is bringing. You’re talking about the peace that Jesus is not bringing, the peace his sword is 
coming to take away. Or do you instantly jump in and take sides, and think the course organiser is 
heartless for evicting the homeless man, or Chris is deceiving himself if he thinks he hasn’t got too 
much invested in this 17-year-old girl? If that’s your notion of peace, it’s not a peace that includes 
everyone – and a peace that doesn’t include everyone is just an armistice delaying a future war. 
 
Look at the story of Jesus. He’s faced with the same two options of a false peace. He can either 
pretend there’s no conflict and just keep his head down. Or he can pretend the Jerusalem and 
Roman authorities are his best mates and support the Pax Romana. Jesus says no. Don’t call it 
peace if it isn’t. Don’t make out I came to bring such a false peace. I came to bring truth and healing, 
and those can’t grow in the soil of a false peace. Realise that questions about me reach to the core of 
your being, and people are going to find that such questions split them from those they thought 
were their closest friends and kin. And the way to respond to this is to take up my cross.  
 
What’s Jesus’ answer to the division between God and humankind? The cross. We say that all the 
time, in a thousand ways, in song, sacrament and story. What’s Jesus’ answer to the division 
between you and your neighbour, your congregation colleague, your family member? The cross. 
Difference is, we never say that. That’s because the cross stops being a nice piece of jewellery to 
hang round our neck and starts becoming a human activity that takes every ounce of our emotional, 
mental and physical energy.  
 
And that’s the choice every congregation has to face every day. Are we going to look good, with our 
false peace and our smiling photographs and our busy event calendars? Or are we going to look like 
the cross, with its costly and demanding cycle of truth-telling, repentance, penance, forgiveness, 
reconciliation, and healing? Think about every single detail of how we spend our life as a church. 
Has it been making the congregation look good, or shaping the church around the cross? Do we talk 



about words like forgiveness, reconciliation, and healing? Do we realise such words are shallow and 
superficial and even fraudulent unless accompanied by processes of truth-telling and repentance, 
and acts of genuine penance? What’s the point of our education programme or our weekend away or 
our Cloak groups or our coffee hour or our church council meeting if they aren’t forming people into 
a community that’s shaped around the cross? Are we talking about it, or are we living it?  
 
The cross doesn’t look good. The cross is painful, it’s ugly, it’s dirty, it’s drawn-out, it’s 
uncomfortable, it’s serious, it’s hard. The cross isn’t pretty. But it’s the only peace Christians know. 
Any other foundation for peace is cheap, shallow, superficial, and doomed.  
 
When I walked in on those two arguments, the one between the youth worker and the social worker, 
and the one between the verger and the course organiser, my first reaction was, phew, it’s hot in 
here, this is a bit out of control, what happened to ‘See how these Christians love one another’? But 
my first reaction was wrong. Jesus didn’t come to bring that kind of peace. That’s a kind of peace 
that suppresses anger, postpones confrontation, marinades bitterness, and encourages 
manipulation. That’s not peace; it’s just a delayed explosion – a ticking time bomb. When we say 
‘Why can’t we all just get along?’ we’re saying ‘I’m not prepared to face the heat of the gospel, so you 
have to bury your passion too.’ We’re saying, how about a Christianity that doesn’t require the 
cross? I’m sure it’s an attractive proposition, but there’s only one problem: it doesn’t save us. 
 
What’s it going to be – looking good, or looking like God? That’s the real division in church life. 
That’s the real division that runs through our own walk of faith. That’s the only division that really 
counts. That’s the division on which we really have to make a choice. Which side are we on?



 


