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 Preacher: Tony Barnes
Hymns:
515
“The church’s one foundation”


514
“Sweet is the work, my God, my King,”


781
“See how great a flame aspires”
36
“God is Love: let heaven adore him”


745
“O Thou who camest from above”
Readings:
Jeremiah 23: 23-29


Luke 12:  49-56
“THE UNCOMFORTABLE WORDS….”
One Monday morning, early on in my ministry, the ‘phone rang. The agitated voice on the other end of the line belonged to one of our regular worshippers who had been in my congregation the day before. The verse you preached from yesterday was from your modern Bible, she complained, it isn’t in my old Bible. So, with all speed I went to visit, and indeed there she was, clutching her King James, Authorized Version to set against my ‘modern Bible’. I pointed out, to her consternation, the verses in question, there unarguably in her old as in my contemporary translation. They recounted words of Jesus in today’s Gospel from Luke:

Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division! 
From now on, five in one household will be divided, three against two and two against three; 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-law-against mother-in-law. (Luke 12:52,53)
My congregant was genuinely shocked and upset. As we talked the real issue emerged. There had been a family argument, and her teenaged daughter had left home. So, however I had sought to expound those words of Jesus, they were the last thing that this  woman wanted to hear at that time.

Long-term Methodists among you (and Anglicans from when the Book of Common Prayer was more common that it is today) may recall a section of the service for Holy Communion in the old Methodist Book of Offices where we were admonished thus:

Hear what comfortable words our Saviour Christ saith unto all that truly turn to him:

Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.

God so loved the world,that he gave his only begotten Son.................

and so on.

Well, here in today’s Gospel we may think that we read not so much the comfortable as the uncomfortable words of Jesus – shocking even – especially as in our culture and in the church we still place a high value on that human unit as where commitment to one another expresses God’s covenant with us. Here Jesus seems to be suggesting that part of his mission is to pit father against son, mother against daughter…….. How can this be?! 

Well, let me take you back to the Jerusalem prophet whose words from six hundred years before Jesus was born are linked for us to today’s Gospel. We will return finally to the Gospel via this Old Testament reading.

Jeremiah loved his people, Israel, as a family under God. He reminds them of their promise and potential as one, together. God loved them and would always keep faith with them as a nation – God who said I will be their God, they will be my people – like a mother or a father speaking with yearning, affectionate pride of their children.

The natural as well as required, indeed only right response to God’s faithfulness to them, had to be an echoing commitment to one another which in unity would include every individual equally valued and beloved in united nationhood.

However, as we know, there was in this prophet’s time little recognition of the value and rights of each person in Israel. Rather the financially and socially secure had become wilfully blind to the suffering of those rendered powerless, without voice, by economic and social injustice. Indeed, the rich had grown fat on the backs of the poor. 

Now here’s the critical core of Jeremiah’s message and prophecy, which is fundamentally no different from that of the other great prophets of the Old Testament, and brought to full, living embodiment in Jesus Christ. It is this. God reveals that profound, enduring love for Israel by giving them the freedom to be in their life together the instrument of his purposes of justice and peace in the world, a servant people proclaiming by who they are his glory. 

I like the word ‘glory’. It means God’s very being in the midst of all the people, present among them, in abiding love for them and indeed rejoicing to be with them.  Am I a God near by, says the Lord, and not a God far off? (Jeremiah 23:23) So God effectively says to Old Testament Israel through the great prophets, You show by your nationhood, through how you live together, including all, leaving no one out, by the quality of your keeping faith with each other, how I enjoy being with each of my children and all of you as one. 

It’s a simple image, but I recall sitting in our garden and observing a young bird no doubt encouraged from the nest but now stranded, too young or weak to fly any further. One parent kept returning to it with food, approaching the chick and then moving a little way back, tempting it back to the nest, or at least to take flight.  Follow me! Follow me! 

Now Jeremiah’s words, such as, 

Woe to him who builds his house by unrighteousness, and his upper rooms by injustice; and makes his neighbours work for nothing and does not give them their wages......(22:13), and many more in the same vein, are not spoken out of primal anger, but resonate the love of the mothering, fathering God of Israel who persistently calls, Follow me! Follow me! and sees with a pain that, yes, feeds anger, the divisions in a society that refuses to respond to that call.

Jeremiah has heard clearly that summoning word from God which brings vividly to his spiritual mind’s eye a vision of glorious Israel, replete with God’s justice, righteousness, peace, where all know they have valued place. Then he has looked out on the contrasting, ugly reality where even those purporting to be prophets maintain their privileged position by giving religious credence to the machinations of the corrupt elite. Jeremiah weeps, like God, not only for the poor, but for a whole nation that does not bear the image of the glory of God.

An elderly, retired Rabbi once spoke at a study group to which I belonged several years ago. He related his experience of entering the Belsen concentration camp with the Allied Forces on 15th April 1945, as one of the chaplains. He told of holding the emaciated frame of a woman who died there in his arms. In her hand was a photograph of a comely young woman, which he subsequently discovered was a picture of her – the beautiful young woman, he told us, that she had every right to be. 

I hesitate to tell the story because of course it has its own, intrinsic power and meaning. I relate it, however to Israel’s God, the God of Jeremiah, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who keeps always before him the picture of the people he ever, in abiding love, calls us to be and believes we can be, as he holds us in all our fear that continues to turn us in on ourselves, casts out love and divides us.

Well, we who seek to follow Jesus encounter in the birth, the ministry, the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, God who believes in us and will not let us go. Here is the pain and the triumph of eternal love.

If this is so, if we have thus been met by God through Christ, then the response to that love will become the highest priority in our living, that this should govern all our relationships, thoughts, words and actions. Christ himself in terms that leave no room for equivocation or doubt, makes this crystal clear as he uses those references to family relationships that are at the heart of all we hold dear. The unity of every family, father with son, mother with daughter, mother-in-law with daughter-in-law, neighbour with neighbour, every child of God with every other child of God, is predicated, founded on this, that we first see and pursue the world of justice and peace springing from eternal love, that God intends and we have seen in Christ. Until all our institutions, governance, ways of being together in God’s world reflect that irreversible, inevitable, purpose of God for each and every child of his, until that kingdom come, we cannot escape those uncomfortable words of Jesus, and my friends, are surely comforted by that same, summoning love which will hold us forever in all our failures, folly, weakness, and indeed from which nothing in death nor in life can ever separate us.
