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When Pastor Ginger mentioned to me that she had been asked by our South Carolina 

Synod to attend an event hosted by our companion Lutheran church in Colombia, South 

America, I thought, “Sure. That sounds like a wonderful opportunity.” 

“Kris, that means five days of you with our toddlers.” I thought for a moment, and 

then replied, “I can do it. Go ahead, enjoy the trip.” It wasn’t until weeks later that I did 

some advance-reading to see what the gospel lesson for today would be. “Isn’t that the icing 

on the cake,” I thought to myself.  

Jesus says he desires to bring fire to the earth. He declares he didn’t come to bring 

peace, but rather division. Households will be divided because of him. This is in the running 

for the most troubling quote uttered by Jesus. Even though it is awkward to preach on this 

passage, it has always been -- for centuries -- just as awkward for Christians to hear these 

words that Jesus speaks today. Because these words don’t mesh very well with other -- more 

familiar and more comfortable -- sayings of Jesus. This is actually an opportunity for us to 

wrestle with this passage in an attempt to find out what Jesus is trying to accomplish. So let’s 

jump in.  

So often when we hear ‘fire’ mentioned in scripture, our minds can automatically 

jump to cataclysm and catastrophe. Or hellfire and brimstone. There are passages in 

scripture that connect images of fire with those things, but not in Luke’s gospel. Fire is also 

used in scripture to describe the presence of God. Likewise, fire is used in places to describe 

God overpowering the cruel and unjust ways of the world that stubbornly persist. It’s this 

type of fire imagery that is used in Luke. More specifically, Luke has already quoted John the 

Baptist saying that the Messiah will come with the refiner’s fire. This type of fire is not one 
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of sheer destruction, it is a steady process at the hand of one who is skilled and purposeful. 

The refiner takes a piece of raw material, like a chunk of rock that has noticeable bits of 

silver in it. Taking that chunk, the refiner begins the slow process of letting it enter the 

flames and then removing it. Into the flames and out. Into the flames and out. This process 

burns out the impurities; those undesirable parts that make the chunk weak and useless. 

Eventually the refiner is left with only the pure silver.  

Jesus uses this imagery of fire to describe what the reign of God does in one’s life. It 

is a fire of change. A fire that slowly works in us to remove idolatry, injustice, and hate: those 

things that are antithetical to holiness, and therefore cannot exist in the presence of God. It’s 

a fire of change. And it is because of that change that Jesus then talks about bringing 

division, not peace, to households. Of course he doesn’t want people fighting for the sake of 

fighting. That runs against everything else we know about him. When God acts like a refiner 

in people’s lives, they will change, and when people change, the people closest to them 

notice, and sometimes -- but not always -- the family doesn’t like it. The change unsettles 

things.  

To be honest, going through the refining process is bound to make us push back a 

bit, to wrestle with God. I’ve come to view spiritual wrestling to be a lot like that story in 

Genesis of Jacob wrestling a messenger of God in the desert late one night. This match 

lasted all night long, but in the end, Jacob walked away with two things. First, a bum hip for 

the rest of his life, and, second, a new name: Israel, which means, “one who wrestles with 

God.” With the new name, the man Israel now has a new outlook on the world, and his 

story radically changes from this point forward. The same can occur with the spiritual 

wrestling that you and I do. In the years immediately after I graduated college, I was doing a 

lot of my own spiritual wrestling. This wrestling with God led me to change my perspective 

and attitude on a lot of things. Not everyone close to me liked that I had changed and 

become more vocal about issues that God had led me to see as injustices in this world. At 
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the time, it was mostly related to issues of hunger, both domestic and global. I remember 

being brushed off by someone as “the family idealist” for asking why anyone would be okay 

with another human being starving to death. I’m lucky that my family and I still love each 

other very much, even as I’ve continued to play the role of ‘the family idealist’ for several 

years now. 

Not every family is as accepting as mine, and that is also Jesus’ point. When some 

people enter the refining fire of God’s reign, not all of them will be greeted with open arms 

when they return home. It’s like wrestling with God and receiving a bum hip. So the message 

behind Jesus’s awkward quote today is not a dose of cataclysm, but a dose of reality. God 

intends to bring people into God’s presence, and that must entail something akin to a 

refiner’s fire, removing our idolatry, our injustice, our hate. Not everyone will easily 

appreciate that change in us. That can be others or even ourselves who dislike the change.  

In Australia, an interesting phenomenon has been recorded. When firefighters are 

battling wildfires in grasslands, they’ve noticed the fire jump to other areas of grass where 

the fire shouldn’t be able to jump to. The winds aren’t even blowing in that direction. So the 

firefighters and some scientists began to keep closer observation to figure out what is going 

on. Now they are noticing that as they are fighting the blaze over here, there are birds -- 

called Whistling Kites -- that stay close to those flames.  

These Whistling Kites are raptors, and what they have been seen doing is picking up 

burning sticks with their claws, flying off, and dropping the stick into other grass. This new 

blaze makes all the snakes and varmints flee from the heat, and the Whistling Kites are 

waiting right there to snatch and eat them. This is fascinating for a couple of reasons. First 

of all, the Whistling Kites are birds who are using tools. That is amazing. Second, and more 

to our point, this all sounds like a metaphor for the work of God. The reign of God is taking 

place in this pocket of our lives over here, and we try to keep it contained to just that. But 

then the Holy Spirit descends from the heavens, not like a dove but like a raptor. It enters 
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that fire, grabs a flaming stick, takes off, and drops it over here in this part. And we are 

observing this like a wilderness firefighter who cries out, “No! I had this refining fire 

contained! Don’t spread it to… my spending habits. Don’t spread it to… my interactions 

with classmates. Don’t spread it to… my social circle and their blind prejudices. Don’t 

spread it to… my time commitments. Don’t spread it to… my political point of view. I had 

the fire contained. I was fine with it staying there.” And we watch with discomfort as the 

Holy Spirit raptor brings an end to the snakes and varmints that flee the heat of these newly 

established fires in our lives. 

You and I were comfortable with those snakes and varmints hanging out in those 

corners of our lives. They weren’t causing that much harm, were they? We might be 

comfortable with them, but God isn’t. And that is good news. It is good news that our God 

wants to be with us. It’s good news that God wants you to be the “most human” you can 

be… that human that God created and continually creates. This is accomplished through 

God’s slow, deliberate efforts of refining you… to better allow you to shine. 

God is the one who is most faithful. The one who will pay any price in order to draw 

us ever closer in. That faithfulness to us is absolutely extraordinary. As we are brought in 

toward God, and that refining work spreads in our lives, we will change, and that can be 

quite uncomfortable for us and possibly others around us. But it is no more uncomfortable 

than what God undergoes to show faithfulness to us. So no matter how uncomfortable and 

awkward it is for us to hear Jesus’ talk of refining fire, find comfort in a God who faithfully 

enters the uncomfortable and awkward with us. 

Let us pray. Most faithful God, you call us to follow you, and that is a difficult path. 

Yet it is a path you mercifully walk with us. Help us to see those places in our lives where 

you desire to bring that refining fire; help us to see the true purpose of the fire -- not for 

punishment or harm -- but for drawing us closer to you. Amen. 
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