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+ May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in you sight, O God, our strength and Redeemer.  Amen.
Okay.  Here we are in the middle of August.  Some of us are up north in camps or out on the Cape for the last few weeks of the season. Here we are as Church with readings from Isaiah and Luke that are just about as difficult and challenging as they come.  Why couldn’t we have images of God as gentle shepherd, fields of green and pastures replete with wild flowers?  After all, it’s summer.
Instead, we have scriptures passages that give us images of God who seems angry or who at least challenges us with conflict rather than warm and fuzzy images of God.  Jesus says, “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!  I have come…to bring division” and not peace.  But, we want peace! 

We want lives that are less complicated, less conflicted, less divisive, less challenging.  We long for lives that are smooth sailing as a boat on the bay in Bar Harbor, Maine or a beautiful picturesque coastal town in Nova Scotia.  We strive for lives where relationships are life-giving and filled with joy and happiness and not filled with tension, anxiety or turmoil.  I know that these are things for which I long in life, and my guess is that most of us feel the same.

In today’s Gospel, Jesus faces his own turmoil in life head on.  He knows his fate.  He knows that his life, so well lived and so influential, has brought division to families and to the culture of his time.  He knows that the baptism about which he speaks is his own impending death on the cross.  

Here is Jesus who upset the authorities both Jewish and Roman.  Here is Jesus who turned over the money changing tables in the Temple.  Here is Jesus whose ideas about how to live life to its fullest and how best to prepare for the life to come challenged the political, economic and religious systems of his day.  Jesus was a radical thinker, and his life lived out those radical ideas throughout his life.
This is the same Jesus who met the woman at the well, told her her life’s story and loved her.  This is the same Jesus who healed the Centurion’s daughter, who raised Lazarus from the dead, who ate with sinners and did things on the Sabbath that were not in keeping with Jewish laws and customs.
This is the same Jesus who was born in a manger and baptized by his cousin, John, to show us the way, the truth and the path to life.  This is the same Jesus who tells us that his message is so powerful that not all can accept it, not all can embrace it, not all can buy it.  He tells us that even family members may be divided against one another on what it means to follow this radical example of God’s love for us.

This is a tough Gospel!  Jesus’ anger is borne out of what appears to be frustration that his message wasn’t getting through to his disciples.  The disciples who saw Jesus face-to-face, day in and day out, had difficulty with understanding and appreciating the depth and power of his message.  
Jesus’ message challenged Jews and Gentiles in ways that were unheard of before.  His message challenged the status quo, the religious and civil ways of life, so much so that even fathers and sons, mothers and daughters, mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, could turn against one another.  These are supposed to be close and intimate family bonds that Jesus says could be broken.  If family members are unable to comprehend the immediacy of his message, the immediacy of his call to discipleship, the immediacy of his challenge to follow the path to eternal life, then, even these relationships could be turned upside down.
Jesus challenges us to look at our lives.  What do we really believe?  What have we settled for that enables us to pick and chose our own path of following while Jesus continues to call us to a deeper and more intimate relationship?  How can we prioritize our lives so that the ‘stuff’ of life doesn’t interfere with God’s grace so freely given and so life-changing?  
On one level, today’s Gospel passage is about conflict, about being on the edge, a place where none of us is truly comfortable, a place where we could tip one way or another in our spiritual lives.  Jesus lets us know that the edge is where change can occur.   Have there been times in your life when, had you not found yourself on the edge, a decision to change might not have happened?  
For me early on after my ordination to the Roman Catholic priesthood, I was on the edge.  I realized once and for all that my theology was that of an Episcopalian and not that of a Roman Catholic.  My way of relating to God and God’s Church could only be within the Episcopal Tradition.  I was on the edge.  That edge confronted me to make a decision to change the status quo of my life.  I returned to the Episcopal Church because it is here that my heart sings “for my beloved,” a love song about God’s vineyard, as Isaiah so beautifully put it.  How does your heart sing in your relationship with God?  
Where do we find God, and what happens when we find God calling us to a deeper, more loving, more personal relationship?   How do we embrace God’s transforming grace and let it penetrate our hearts and enable us to experience God and the splendor of God’s work in our lives?  
We are here because we believe in that transforming grace.  We are here because in our hearts we long to sing the song of our beloved Jesus, our brother and our Redeemer.  
We are here to be nourished by God’s Word and Sacrament and one another, a place where the edges of life are somehow rounded, where we can experience God’s love in a way unlike any other place in our lives.  We are here so that we can be transformed and go forth into the world to make a difference.  Amen!
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