
Sermon “Fanning the Flame” August 18, 2019 Luke 12:49-56 
 
 “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! I have a baptism with 
which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed! Do you think that I have 
come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!” 
 
Well then! What happened to our Prince of Peace? Did he get up on the wrong side of the bed? 
In this passage, it certainly sounds like he has come to the end of his rope. No more Mr. Nice 
Guy.  
 
For the past several weeks, we have been following Jesus on his way to Jerusalem. He knows he 
will not be welcomed with open arms. In fact, he knows that he will be walking right into 
trouble. The closer he gets, the more desperate he is to ensure that his followers understand 
his message. You can hear the desperation in his words. But this seems different somehow. This 
almost sounds like a complete about-face! 
 
That just doesn’t make sense to me.  
 
It’s tempting to write this off as Jesus having a bad day, as Jesus cracking under the stress of his 
mission… but you know I wouldn’t be happy leaving it there. No matter how stressed Jesus is, I 
can’t believe he would completely give up and change his message from hope to fire and 
brimstone… That’s not the Jesus we know. That’s not the Jesus we follow… and I’m not willing 
to believe that Jesus would give up on that vision of God’s kin-dom here in this earthly world, 
no matter how tough things got. The rest of the story proves that. He was willing to take the 
worst torture imaginable, to die by crucifixion, rather than give up on that vision. 
 
And so, actually, I don’t think he is changing his message. Peace and harmony are not off the 
table… they just aren’t going to be bestowed on us like a Christmas gift. Peace and harmony are 
the goals of building that kin-dom that God so wants us to have – but the point that Jesus is 
trying to make is this: we can’t get there without a lot of hard work and pain first.  
 
Jesus has often said that following him will not be easy – but do these followers really get it? … 
Do we?  
 
We can talk about creating the kin-dom till the end of time, but if we don’t actually do 
something more than talk and dream, that end of time will come and nothing will have 
changed. Change is what is needed and change is hard work… change can be scary work… In 
order for it to happen, it often involves a whole lot of disruption first. Much of what exists 
needs to be destroyed before we can start building anew. 
 
“I came to bring fire to the earth!” he says. Well, fire can do one of two things to what it 
touches: it can destroy it or it can purify it. Either way, fire isn’t something you can ignore. 
Either way, whatever it touches is not going to be the same… and on this day, he wants to get 
that fire kindled! 



 
“Do you think I have come to bring peace to the earth?”, he asks, “No, I tell you but rather 
division!”  
 
Jesus isn’t about to wave his hand and make the world suddenly peaceful. He’s here to stir 
things up! He’s here to take your worldview and turn it upside down! Yes, he is talking about a 
world where peace and harmony reign but he also knows that this isn’t going to happen 
without ticking a few people off first. He’s not here to make friends. He’s here to bring people 
to their senses. And he knows it’s going to be messy. He knows that it’s going to cause division, 
even among family members. Every time Jesus calls someone to follow him, he tells them they 
have to leave everything behind – material things, yes, but also relationships. In order to follow 
Jesus, you need to decide that anything or anyone that distracts you from the mission to bring 
peace and harmony to this world has to be left behind – including people who would try to 
persuade you to sit back, be safe, and let someone else do the dangerous work, maybe the very 
people you love. 
 
I don’t think there is a single person on this planet who wouldn’t wish for peace. Even those 
who seem bent on causing war and violence think they are doing it to bring peace of some sort, 
even if it is just peace for themselves. I don’t think there is a single person on the planet who 
wishes for its destruction or who doesn’t wish that what is happening to creation because of 
climate change would stop… but there are few who are strong enough and brave enough to get 
out there and do the hard work… the uncomfortable work. 
 
Change certainly begins with a vision and a plan, but nothing happens until those plans get put 
into motion. That’s the messy part. That’s the hard part. Jesus is trying to light a fire under 
these folks! He knows his time is limited. It’s time for them to put their money where their 
mouths are…It’s time to get to work. 
 
And if Jesus was frustrated with the folks of the first century, what would he make of us two 
thousand years later? I have a feeling he would be giving us the same speech… 
 
You know, I think Jesus would have liked Greta Thunberg. I hope you have heard about her. She 
is the young high school student from Sweden who, at just 15 years old, started staging her 
own school strikes to wake up the Swedish government about the crisis facing our world if it 
didn’t step up its efforts to cut carbon dioxide emissions. She began by spending every Friday 
on the steps of the government instead of going to school. It’s only one year later and her voice 
has travelled well beyond the borders of Sweden. At sixteen, she is now a well-known name 
internationally. She has given a TEDx talk, she has spoken at the World Economic Forum in 
Davos, Switzerland; she has spoken at the international climate talks in Poland, and she has 
spoken to the British Parliament. She has met with Obama and with the Pope. She has attended 
anti-coal protests in Germany. And now - this week - she is headed to the USA to meet with the 
United Nations. And this girl puts her money where her mouth is! She insists on travelling by 
the method with the lowest emissions level possible. At home, her family travels mostly by 
bicycle and drives an electric car when the distance is too great.  Now that she is travelling even 



further, she still keeps to that ideal. She has travelled through Scandinavia and Europe by train 
to carry on with her mission and she will make the Atlantic crossing on a bare-bones, racing 
sailboat. She has inspired students all over the world. She has inspired adults as well.  
 
This is a young girl who is dealing with selective mutism and obsessive-compulsive disorder. She 
has suffered severe depression, an eating disorder, and brutal bullying. She is on the autism 
spectrum… Of all the people in this world, of all the children in this world, she would not appear 
to be a likely candidate for such a mission. Can you imagine the courage and conviction it took 
for her to step into the limelight? Can you imagine how hard it was for her to move out of her 
comfort zone and use her voice – the voice she has trouble using at the best of times – to wake 
people up to the crisis that is facing our planet? Her fire has certainly been kindled and she is 
using that spark to fire up the rest of the world. 
 
Yes, I think Jesus would have really liked Greta Thunberg. 
 
In fact, the last part of the scripture we heard this morning sounds much like what this young 
lady has to say… 
 
“When you see a cloud rising in the west, you immediately say, ‘It is going to rain’; and so it 
happens. And when you see the south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat’; 
and it happens. You hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, 
but why do you not know how to interpret the present time?” 
 
Those are the words attributed to Jesus 2000 years ago. This is Greta Thunberg today: 
 
“I think in many ways that we autistic are the normal ones and the rest of the people are pretty 
strange. They keep saying that climate change is an existential threat and the most important 
issue of all. And yet they just carry on like before.” 
 
I have no idea if she is a Christian or not, but I do know that Greta gets what Jesus was talking 
about.  
 
In today’s passage from Luke, Jesus seems to think his audience doesn’t get it… Do we? 
 
We are followers of Jesus. We live in hope of a better world – a world where there is peace… a 
world where everyone’s needs are met, a world where all of creation is sustainable. Jesus gives 
us this hope. He says it’s possible… He shows us how it can be done… This hope is one of the 
hallmarks of Christianity… 
 
We can’t afford to give up this hope… and we can’t afford to stand by and wait for someone 
else to put the plan in motion. We need to be willing to get uncomfortable… and, boy, that’s a 
hard message for people like us, people who live in luxurious comfort compared to many in our 
world. I think, truly, that it is easier to be an activist if you are living on the margins than if you 
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are enjoying the luxuries of life. It could be that the issues are more visible when you live on the 
margins of society…or perhaps when you live on the margins you have less to lose… 
 
But perhaps when you live a privileged life like ours, you have the greater responsibility… 
 
In last week’s reading from Luke, Jesus began his wake-up call. “Don’t be afraid.” Remember 
this? I chose to read it as, “Don’t be afraid! Just stop it!”  
 
As we continue this week, he challenges us to use that new-found courage to do something 
that will make his vision of the world a reality. If Jesus had access to Facebook, I think he’d be 
saying, “It’s not enough to ‘follow’ me… I don’t need a lot of ‘likes’ … I need you to get up from 
the virtual reality of your computer screen and get out there to make a difference in the real 
world!” 
 
To put it in other words, we need to do more than go to church… we need to be the church.  
Maybe you have seen the poster from the United Church of Christ, our partners in the US. It 
lists ways we can do just that – Be the church: 
 
Protect the Environment 
Care for the poor 
Forgive often 
Reject racism 
Fight for the powerless 
Share earthly and spiritual resources 
Embrace diversity 
Love God 
Enjoy this life. 
 
It’s a great place to start if you are feeling helpless or too small to make a difference. There is 
something on this list for everyone, I think. 
 
This is a message that Bells Corners United Church takes seriously. We can be proud of the 
work being done by this congregation. Our Service, Outreach, and Social Action Committee 
(SOSA) is a dedicated group involved in FAMSAC and Refuge NOW and the Ottawa West End 
Community Chaplaincy (or OWECC). They are involved in Multifaith Housing and Bridge Building 
with our Muslim neighbours from the Jami Omar mosque… Our young folks are involved in 
outreach projects beyond our borders – in places like Nicaragua and Zambia… Our Pastoral and 
Spiritual Care Team visits shut-ins and those in hospital … There is a lot happening that you 
could get involved with right here in this church. As September approaches and we start 
thinking about fall activities, is there something happening here that you’d like to be part of? Is 
there something not happening that you’d like to get started?  
 
With all the distressing news in the media today, it’s easy to lose hope. It’s easy to get 
overwhelmed. Jesus shows us time and time again that there is room for hope. However, he 



also wants us to see that hope is a verb – and it’s not a passive one. It requires action. Hope is 
the spark that we use to kindle the flame of change…. And, even though fire can be scary and 
destructive, it’s our job as followers of Jesus, as stewards of this world, to fan that flame. 
 
Greta Thunberg, the diminutive young activist from Sweden echoes this message when she 
says, “I don’t want you to be hopeful. I want you to panic and act as if the house was on fire… 
because it is.” 
 
 


