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They were in the Chicago airport when the report flashed on TV. 
 Both doctors, both mission partners whose work we support  
  in one of the poorest countries in the world,  
   they had been in the US for a needed furlough. 
Now they were headed back to their post with four trunks  
 and two carry on bags full of medical equipment,  
  health and education supplies, books, computer gadgets, and their clothes.  
What they saw on the news stopped them cold: 
 A band of ISIS-inspired men carried out a suicide attack  
  at a restaurant they recognized.  
   It was in an area not far from their old apartment.   
    The wife had eaten there several times  
     with other missionary women for a break  
      from the city's congestion and noise. 
By the time security forces stormed the restaurant 
 the attackers had killed 20 of the 33 hostages. 
  They had chosen their victims, mostly foreigners,  
   by demanding the hostages recite verses from the Koran.   
The attack came on the heals of other assaults in the country 
 on Buddhists, Hindus, Christians, even moderate-thinking Muslims. 
But it was far worse because there was no question 
 the attackers planned not to survive. 
 
All this took place just a few weeks ago.  
 I can't mention the names of the mission workers  
  or say where they serve because they've asked us not to do anything  
   that might identify them on the Internet, and 
    the audio for all our sermons goes online.  
     So I am not saying these names [hold up sign with names]  
      and they won't be printed either.  
You can read the husband’s letter for yourselves. 
 It's posted on the wall outside Westminster Hall. 
  They didn’t get on the plane that day, but 
   after talking things over with the folks in Louisville, 
    the husband went ahead, and by now his wife is probably there, too. 
Together with their partner church they will determine 
 how to safely continue to offer medical care as their witness to Christ. 
 
At the same time our missionary couple  
 were leaving the Chicago airport, the Roanoke Times,  
  printed an op ed. from a man in Buchanan, VA. 
   It was titled "How Can Christians Vote for Democrats?"  
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One of you shared it with me this week because  
 of the bumper sticker on my car,  
  that says "God is not a Republican or a Democrat."  
As you well know, during tough times,  
 we want to turn to faith for guidance and security, 
  but just now the voices of faith are deeply divided.   
The author of the article assumes that being Christian means 
 holding the very far-right views that he extols .  
It might have been funny except that I have heard  
 people on the other side,  
  wondering how people who call themselves Christians  
   can vote Republican? 
 
Although we hear some people say we're living in dangerous times, 
 the truth is the times are less dangerous  
  for more people than ever before. 
Even so, we are called to understand the present times 
 and to ask where should hope lie in the full flush  
  of a divisive presidential campaign, 
   at a time when it's not safe to speak the names  
    of our own missionaries for fear that ideologues will target them. 
Where does our security come from  
 especially when even faith is being whittled down 
   to serve particular preferences and fears? 
 
In other years when Jesus' words about division  
 have turned up in the Lectionary, it’s made me groan.  
This has to be one of the most difficult passages in the gospels, 
 but just now these words feel welcome.    
   They are exactly the right rock hammer words  
    for our rock hammer times.   
 
The words themselves are the easy part.  
 Fire means fire. 
The earth is adapted to fire in many regions, including the coast.  
 Rob and I just drove through Tate's Hell State park in Florida 
  and other areas where the pine tree trunks are black-charred but strong. 
 Annual fires from lightening strikes burn away overgrowth  
  and make it possible for fire-adapted plants and trees to stretch, breath,  
   and reach higher toward the sky. 
    Nowadays foresters set such fires to ensure the forests' safety. 
But in some areas people fight such fires to their detriment,  
 creating forests and hillsides banked by too much fuel 
  so that when fire comes again, as it always will, 
   it burns hotter and consumes everything instead of healing it. 
When Jesus says "I came to bring fire to the earth"  
 surely he means he didn't come for a pleasant stroll by the sea 
  that would leave the people behind him unchallenged and unchanged. 
   He means fire in the hard but healing sense of burning away  
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    the undergrowth that we allow, each in our own ways,  
     to tangle and distract us from deep faith. 
So yes, we really are expected to do more than enjoy worship 
 then go home or meet for church dinners  
  then argue about nothing more important than whose job it is  
   to turn off the lights or lock the doors  on the way out.  
    Fire is fire.   
     
Baptism, however, is not baptism, 
 at least not as we most often think of it. 
Jesus is not using the word baptism  
 in the gather-round-the-font-moment, 
  when an adult or babe in arms is prayed for and anointed with water, 
   and presented  joyfully as the church's newest member, 
    all good and necessary things. 
Here Jesus is using the deeper and more challenging meaning of baptism, 
 the one we tend not to think about, 
  the meaning that admits there is danger  
   in going down into the waters  
    then walking around ever after in Jesus' name. 
 
I know I've told the story many times because I love it so 
 of how, in the church I served in New York, 
  there was a 175-year-old marble font that weighed a 1000 pounds. 
It was shaped like a huge thick marble goblet, and the pieces— 
 base, thick carved stem sections, heavy bowl 
  —the pieces were not fused together. 
Not long after I arrived, I asked a woodworker in the congregation 
 to build a sturdy wooden base with castors,  
  so the font could be rescued from it's imprisonment in a dark corner. 
   I wanted it to be like our font, able to be easily moved  
    to the center of sanctuary at least some of the time.  
The base and heavy duty castors did the job, 
 but because the pieces were not connected to each other  
  except by sheer weight, we had to attach a sign at the back: 
   "Danger," it said. "Push only from the base." 
The associate pastor and I often laughed  
 about the utter rightness of that danger sign. 
  For at its deepest level baptism is a form of dying, 
   dying to false things in this world that cannot help us. 
    It's a death as real as any death that leads to resurrection. 
 In baptism one life gives way to another life, 
 and in today's story Jesus is using baptism  
  in this fullest sense, to try and teach us what our baptism really means 
   and also to signal his approaching death. 
 
In this section of Luke, Jesus is on the way to Jerusalem,  
 and getting closer to the city every day. 
  His companions seem determined not to understand  
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   that he is going there to die, although he's told them plainly.  
In one sense, then, this whole difficult speech 
 can be seen as a perfectly reasonable temper tantrum, 
  by a man who is miserable that no one but he  
   is aware that it's death he's walking toward,  
    and he wishes it were done. 
  So baptism is baptism, but of the deepest, truest, fullest sort. 
 
Division is division--no secrets there. 
 Who in this room hasn't been on the receiving end of two against one, 
  or three against two at some point.  
   Who hasn't known what it feels like to be out-numbered. 
When it's your family that is ranked against you, well, 
 those may be some of the worst odds of all. 
Who here does not have or know of families 
 who are so divided by their faith,  
  they just don't talk about religion because faith to one  
   is not faith to the other. 
Jesus knew that belonging to him  
 would bring his followers cultural and political divisions 
  of many kinds, and sadly we Christians have managed  
   to enlarge his meaning in the wrong ways over and over and over again. 
 
Finally there are the words about being able to look at the clouds 
 and read the weather, but not being able to discern the times. 
The most straightforward way to hear Jesus is to see 
 that he's talking about himself, his own presence with the people, 
  the moment of God's walking the earth 
   as a carpenter instead of a king. 
But people then and now are power-minded, 
 whether power means an empire or a royal household,   
  or what in the current day makes for power and success- 
   celebrity, wealth, name recognition- athletic dominance. 
 They, and we, don't understand that to be near Jesus  
  is to be in the kingdom of God, then and now.  
   Instead we put our trust in other things:  
    Our favored presidential candidate, our sports teams, 
     the markets, the economic forecast,  
      even personal and private hopes  
       that in the end may prove to be false, too.  
 
Jeremiah was facing similar frustrations.  
 Israel has refused to hear the pleas of God to remain faithful  
  and so receive God's continual protection.  
   Now God has threatened these faithless people with the rise of Babylon. 
 Instead of warning the people of this imminent threat 
   the court prophets were declaring that  
   our nation is exceptional,  
    special to God and his purposes, so we’re going be okay. 
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“Not true”, says, Jeremiah in today's reading. 
 "Stop giving our people reckless lies and false hopes.  
  Stop betraying them with your delusional messages of comfort.  
   National disaster is just around the corner!" 
To the prophets, priests and kings of Judah, this kind of talk   
  was unpatriotic, seditious, and judgmental. "Lock him up!" they said. 
           "For his twenty-three years of faithfulness to God's call (25:3),  
   Jeremiah got what you might expect.  
    He was beaten (20:2), received death threats (26:8),  
     imprisoned (37:15), thrown down a well (38:6),  
      and derided as an unpatriotic crank and traitor.  
       … but in the end history proved him right.  
 In 586 BC Babylon ravaged Judah and Jerusalem,  
  …despite all the reckless lies and false comforts  
    of the lying prophets and priests.i  
    
Jesus' frustrated tone is just like Jeremiah's. 
  frustrated, exasperated, sad, accusing, and anxious all at once. 
  If you think the bible contains only a gentle Jesus, meek and mild,  
   well, today is your day, 
     for this Jesus is as angry as anyone  
      who loves deeply can be. 
"See me," I am your sign he says. "Trust me, I am reality.  
  Friendship with me is the way of freedom from fear,  
  Closeness to me is a kingdom of security and hope." 
Beloved, I can't summarize what Jesus wants for us any better  
 than our missionary doctor, whose name I cannot speak.  
  In his letter, with his eyes wide open  
   he sees his times, and then writes this: 
"How is the Church to respond to persecution by people  
 who consider Christians infidels worthy of execution?  
How can the church continue to bear witness to Jesus Christ  
 through its ministries to people in need under such circumstances? 
During such times the question for the Church is not  
 if it should continue feeding the hungry, caring for the sick,  
  lifting up the oppressed and bringing good news to the poor,  
   but how to carry out these ministries wisely.  
For in the face of evil, the only faithful response   
 for the Church is the pursuit of good,  
  because good defines the Church’s sacred witness  
   to the unconditional love of God in Jesus Christ,  
    whose light the darkness of evil shall never overcome."ii 
 
Beloved what we do every day  
 in these times and all times matters deeply to God.  
  As our days unfold, let us keep our eyes open 
   and live as baptized citizens of the kingdom of Christ. Amen. 
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i False Hopes, Bad Dreams, and Reckless Lies: Jeremiah Yesterday and Today from the blog The 
Journey with Jesus: Notes to Myself, by Daniel B. Clendenin, Journey with Jesus Foundation, 2007. 
http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20070813JJ.shtml 
ii Emphasis mine. Sadly, I cannot cite the author of this exquisite letter without putting him in danger.  
 
 

 
 

                                                 


