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20th Sunday in Ordinary Time 2013 

Gospel Lk 12:49-53 

The great composer, Ludwig van Beethoven, used to play a trick sometimes on polite 

salon audiences who would come to hear him perform but whom he regarded as not 

really interested in serious music.  He would begin by playing a gentle and beautiful 

piece on the piano, often one of his slow movements, during which the audience could 

think beautiful thoughts and relax into semi-slumber. And then, just as the final 

tranquilizing notes were dying away, Beethoven would then bring his whole forearm 

down with a crash across the keyboard and with a terribly jolting shock waken 

everybody from their music-induced naps.  The impact of that crash of notes interrupting 

the soothing melody he had been playing is a good image for us to begin trying to 

understand Jesus’ words in today’s gospel:  

“I have come to set the earth on fire, 

and how I wish it were already blazing!  

There is a baptism with which I must be baptized, 

and how great is my anguish until it is accomplished!  

Do you think that I have come to establish peace on the earth?  

No, I tell you, but rather division. 

These words of Jesus are like a splash of cold water in the face when we fall, either 

unconsciously or unwittingly, into a way of thinking about Jesus and his message as if 

he were some kind of Victorian schoolmarm whose goal is to turn us all into well-

behaved, “nice” and rather boring ladies and gentlemen.  When that happens, and it has 
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regularly happened in our history that Jesus has been made into a rather demure, 

conventional, priggish kind of character, it’s no wonder that generations of teenagers 

and young adults then grew up with the idea that church and God stuff are really for 

people who are uninteresting, dull, and rather wearisome.   

Like the listeners of Beethoven’s music we can all too-easily think that the Christian 

thing is about thinking beautiful, gentle thoughts, and then we fall into a semi-slumber 

when it comes to anything having to do with church.  Or maybe even worse, we can turn 

the most radical and subversive gospel of God into a mechanism of convention, control 

and self-interest, and then think that we’re doing God’s work by getting lots of people to 

buy into it. 

Jesus, it seems, was trying to get his disciples to understand that what he was doing, or 

maybe more accurately, what God was doing through him, had really upsetting, 

overturning and subversive features.  Even what his disciples had up until now thought 

the message was all about, Jesus stands on its head when he tries to tell them that one 

of the most sacred institutions Judaism had known- the family- would not remain 

unaffected by what he was doing and by the crisis that was about to happen.  Once his 

message got into households there would be no peace, he said- families would split 

over it, just as had previously happened when prophets came along bringing a word of 

God’s judgment against the nation together the promise of divine forgiveness.   

Jesus, in fact, seems to have been quoting the prophet Micah almost word for word 

about conflicts between sons and fathers, daughters and mothers, and daughters-in-law 

and mothers-in-law.  He was trying to get his disciples and friends to understand that  
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when God’s Word comes and hits us right between the eyes about things that really 

matter to us, it unleashes a whole lot of energy that begins to upset, and unsettle, and 

overturn us, and that usually results in conflict and division among people because 

we’re not sure how to understand that Word or what to make of it. 

All of us at times, I think, would like to have religion as a kind of security blanket or 

comforter, without any of the challenges and disturbances that taking Jesus and his 

message seriously will somehow always entail.  The clue that something is amiss for us 

is when we try to fit God and the gospel neatly into our lives without accepting that it is 

going to unsettle us and do some damage.  And you know, often that’s exactly what we 

want, especially us clergy- we want God and Jesus and the Gospel, but in such a way 

that it really doesn’t upset our lives.  Oh, it should upset your lives, and it should 

especially upset the lives of the people out there in the bad, evil culture of death, 

because you and those people need it, but not my life, because I’m one of the power-

brokers of truth. 

You know, we Catholics sometimes talk rather blithely about “the truth”, first of all, as if it 

were the easiest thing in the world to discover and know, and secondly and more 

importantly, we talk about “the truth” as if it were something that we can readily get hold 

of, control, and then use against other people.  But if we understand the truth as Jesus 

understood it- as a lived-out thing- it almost always brings judgment into our lives, 

judgment of us before all else or anyone else, and then if we find that we must in our 

conscience follow that truth to its lived-out conclusion, there is almost always anguish 

about it for us.  When Jesus said that there was a baptism with which he had to be 
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baptized- in other words, there was a reality in which he was going to have to be 

immersed- he knew that he would experience “anguish until it was accomplished”.   

One of the worst applications of today’s gospel would be for us to use it against other 

people and fail to understand that the crisis and the division that Jesus was speaking 

about touches our own lives and our own church.  It’s interesting and significant that 

when Jesus talks about the division that will come about as a result of the impending 

crisis, a crisis in which what happens to him will be the central feature, he doesn’t say 

who the good guys are and who are bad guys are.  Is the son the good guy or is the 

father?  Is the mother in the right or is the daughter?  Has the daughter-in-law made the 

right choice or has the mother-in-law?  He doesn’t say.  But he is saying that when 

things reach their conclusion, when the battle is finally fought out, and when he is 

eventually strung up on the cross, then will be the moment of crisis, of judgment, for 

everyone, then choices will have to be made.  Then he will be experienced not as 

“Prince of Peace” but as “Prince of division”. 

So what do we do will all of this?  How do we keep things moving along nicely and live 

together in peace and harmony, and yet listen to this gospel reading as if it means 

something to us today?  Well, I think the most important thing that it says to us is that 

we must always be prepared for the forearm to come crashing down on the keyboard 

and waken us from our soporific naptime in church when we have become drowsy with 

all the stuff we do over and over again.   

We need to be prepared, if there is any truth in this God-stuff at all, for a God who is  

able and willing to break through all the forms and structures and conventions that we 
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have and that we need, in order for God to speak and for us to hear a living word, a 

transformative word, addressed to us today.  That’s what the prophet Micah had said 

just after he had spoken about the conflicts and divisions that would occur within the 

family: “But me!  I will keep watch for the Lord; I will wait for the God of my salvation! 

(7:6)”   

And that I think is what we all need to do- we need to keep watch, we need to be 

attentive reading the signs, we need to be working to discern what God is doing in our 

own day and time.  And so, we need to keep asking ourselves- what Word do we need 

to hear today?  How do we need to be unsettled, upset by the gospel, thrown off 

balance, forced to reconsider what we would never naturally reconsider? One of our 

most important tasks as Christians and as human beings is to be open, to be attentive, 

to listen, to see how the fire that Jesus lit two thousand years ago is still burning.  He 

started things cooking, but the soup’s not done yet.  What’s the Word of God for today 

that’s going to upset the family and stir things up?   

In the church we can become so used to valuing things like stability and order and 

predictability-all of which are good and necessary- that we easily forget that God is also 

the God of movement and change and unpredictability.  The entire expanding universe 

keeps telling us that. Jesus lived and embodied that.  And the only way forward in this 

kind of world is, according to the One who is both Prince of Peace and Prince of 

division, is complete trust in God.  That, I think, is our real challenge. 

 


