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“Why do you not know how to interpret the present time?” 

Why, indeed? 

Don‟t you just love it when Jesus gets all apocalyptic like 

this, when he starts throwing tables around, or calling people 

hypocrites and vipers, or talking about fire and strife and division 

as if it were a good thing? Today‟s gospel lesson leans 

particularly heavily on what I like to think of as Jesus‟ own 

family values: father against son and son against father, mother 

against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law 

against daughter-in-law. Maybe it sounds like your own family. 

This is not your cozy, Prince of Peace, Jesus loves the little 

children, Jesus wants me for a sunbeam Jesus of popular image. 

This Jesus, to use the phrase from C. S. Lewis‟s The Chronicles 

of Narnia, is “not a tame lion.”  

It is clear to pretty much 

everyone that the divisions in the 

church are not going to be 

reconciled soon or easily, and that 

uneasy coexistence has become 

impossible. And we have spent far 

too much time and energy that we 

could have spent caring for the needy 

and spreading the gospel arguing 

about who gets to do this work. 
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But Jesus isn‟t exactly anti-family in other parts of the gospel. He forbids divorce. He bartends at 

a wedding… Actually, the list of pro-family things Jesus does or says is pretty short, while the list of 

ant-family things, from the teenage Jesus‟ telling Joseph to butt out of his real father‟s business to 

forbidding would-be followers from saying goodbye to their families or burying dead parents, is actually 

a longer list. 

But you have to think about what „family‟ meant in Jesus‟ day. The family was the smallest 

indissoluble social unit in the Middle East in Late Antiquity. Your identity, your prestige, your authority 

and your social sphere were exactly equal to that of your family. Family shame or family honor was 

shared equally by all members, and changes in in family honor or shame meant changes in the social 

status, marriage opportunities, power and wealth of everyone in the family. We tend to think of those 

social values as being personal. We don‟t hold the shortcomings of parents, siblings or children against 

people, and we think of families as relationships of choice, as varied in make-up as people are varied in 

needs and desires.  

But in Jesus‟ day, you could not freely join or leave a family. And those without family 

involuntarily, such as widows and orphans, were reduced to slavery or worse. And those who abandoned 

the ties of family became less than human, and were ostracized by the community. 

So when Jesus talks about dividing families, he‟s talking about something more than just family 

feuds and brothers going off to make their fortunes in the Yukon. He‟s talking about the destruction of 

the social order – the abandonment of the entire system of relationships, social hierarchies and power 

that give meaning and identity to his community. 



You see, Jesus isn‟t anti-family; he‟s after a new world order. In fact, Jesus is against pretty 

much anything – traditional family values, the government, organized religion – that stands in the way 

of God‟s purpose. He is eager to put the torch to any institution that interferes with his mission. Small 

wonder that the two most powerful institutions of his day, empire and temple, want to do the same thing 

to Jesus that he wants to do to them. 

And we face a similar question today. Institutions tend to be very powerful at self-preservation, 

And wee like our institutions, especially church and state, to be strong and stable. We get a lot of 

stability and a fair amount of identity from the institutions we claim as our own. Phrases like “I am an 

American” and “I am an Episcopalian” have more power to comfort and strengthen than “I am a citizen 

of the world” or “I am a person of faith.”  

And Jesus‟ message challenges the institutions that define us in our day, just as much as it 

challenged family, temple and empire in Jesus‟ day. He might as well have said, “I come to divide 

parishioner against priest, parish against diocese, national church against Worldwide Anglican 

Communion. And the question we have to ask ourselves in the light of today‟s gospel lesson is whether 

we have made an idol of our institutions, or of unity itself, at the expense of the gospel. 

IT will not surprise any of you to know that in the great debates on sex and gender that are 

rocking our church. I am with the majority of the Episcopal Church in the United States that wants the 

church to be more welcoming and inclusive. I believe that the Gospel and the Holy Spirit call us in that 

direction, and that the witness of the gifts that women, gay and lesbian people, and people of many 

cultures bring to the church seals the choice the church has made to follow that call. And although I 

yearn to see the church be whole, I don‟t believe the path to wholeness lies in preserving institutional 

unity at the expense of the gifts and dignity of any of the members. 



Consequently, and in the light of today‟s gospel lesson, I look at the departure of some of our 

bishops, congregations, and members with as much hope as sorrow. 

It is clear to pretty much everyone that the divisions in the church are not going to be reconciled 

soon or easily, and that uneasy coexistence has become impossible. And we have spent far too much 

time and energy that we could have spent caring for the needy and spreading the gospel arguing about 

who gets to do this work. 

IT is my fervent hope and daily prayer, since division seems inevitable, that we do not waste as 

much time and energy  arguing about property and pensions as we did arguing about sex and sexuality. 

A gracious goodbye, an equitable or even generous settlement, would open the possibility of future 

reconciliation, and leave us free to further God‟s purpose as we are called to do. 

It is no less true now than in Jesus‟ lifetime that the fields are white and the laborers few, and I, 

for one, would like to see us leave our debates and get back to the harvest. Amen. 


