HOMILY FOR THE TWENTIETH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR C

I HAVE COME TO SET FIRE ON EARTH


In today’s gospel, Jesus the prince of peace invites us, his disciples, to a holy war against sin and evil forces.  The saying that he has come to set the earth on fire, and  bring division instead of peace, has been understood in several ways by Christians and non-Christians.  While some see this statement as a paradox which should not be taken literally, others see it as the advocating of violence by Jesus.  
Historically speaking, Jesus as we all know is not a troublemaker.  He came to a world which prefers darkness to light, a world that is inhabited by people who prefer lies to truth.  It is a world in which good and bad inhabit together; where those who call themselves the children of God lord it over others; where injustice and oppression are compromised by political and religious leaders.  It is a world that threatened Amos with expulsion because he condemned the evil of their unjust living.  The first reading tells us how this world threw Jeremiah into the well because he preached the message of God without compromise.  
When Jesus came into this world, he was not welcome (John 1:12) because he taught a new way of living and looking at the world which involved turning away from sin and selfishness, and living for God.  This way of life taught by Jesus does not come easy without cost.  It involves rejecting many of the values that our society holds dear but are opposed to God.  This way of living, Jesus warns his disciples, will result in being rejected by others, including close friends and even family members.  When Jesus said he has not come to bring peace, he is referring to the peace that was invoke then in his time; the peace that was the product of war and compromise; where injustice and oppression prevailed.  As a matter of fact, Jesus is not opposed to peace.  Instead Jesus is the prince of peace; he came to establish peace that comes from forgiveness.  This is the kind he wished his disciples when he told them: Peace I leave you, my peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you”(John 14:27).  
On the other hand, when he said that he had come to bring division, he was talking about the division that his message would bring between those who accept it and those who reject it; between the righteous and unrighteous.  As a result of this division: “Brother will deliver up brother to death, and the father his child, and children will rise against parents and have them put to death,” By this he indicates that the message would divide families between those who would accept the message and those who would  reject it.  Rather than advocating violence, Jesus was warning his disciples that they would encounter violence from those unwilling to accept the Truth.  The interpretation that the truth will cause division between those who accept it and those who do not is reflected in the gospel of John: “He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world knew him not.  He came to his own home, and his own people received him not.  But to all those received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God” (John 1:10-13).

Therefore, the holy war to which Christ calls us, is not a war against people of certain nationalities or cultures, creeds or ideologies, but a war in which we first have to identify the forces for evil in our own persons and in the persons of those who are dear to us (father, son, mother, daughter, mother-in-law, daughter-in-law) and then declare an uncompromising war against these forces.  In so doing, Jesus redefines family as those who follow the same divine purpose and no longer those who share the same name or address.  The challenge before us today is to take the side of Christ, and be men and women of principle, even if doing so will divide us from our kith and kin, our father or mother, our brother or sister, our brother-in-law or sister-in-law, our townsmen or our tribesmen.  This is what Jesus meant when he said: “Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters”. 

As disciples our commitment is to follow Jesus and to enter fully into his struggle to repair the world, and to restore ourselves and others to right relationships.  The cost of this for some will mean changing their work or losing their job.  For others, it will mean challenging or even changing their personal relationships, or traveling more lightly, or blooming more fully right where they are planted,   This commitment has its costs in some form or another in each person’s journey of discipleship, and its rewards are not always obvious. Our readings today say that our highest priority should be our relationship with God and God’s purpose, thus making all other relationships with people and things secondary.

So until Jesus comes again to definitively and universally establish the reign and peace of God, the specter of division will confront those who follow him.  Faced with this abiding challenge, it is put upon the community of faith to struggle with the paradox that those who work for God’s peace will also be the occasion of conflict and division.  It devolves to us today as members of Christ’s Body to examine the level of comfort or challenge with which we bear witness toward each other and the world.  If our individual and communal living and working in the spirit of Christ sparks no fire, and causes no division within our own ranks and especially with the wider city and culture, then we, too, may have become a perfect model of lukewarm and inoffensive Christianity.
