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At Christmas the angels declared: “Peace on earth: good will towards men.” But 

after so many centuries of Christian faith and practice, there is so small an increase 

of goodwill. Peace is a scarce commodity, and not only in Ukraine. Christians 

themselves live in so much disagreement and division. 

If we are surprised and disappointed by this state of affairs it means we have 

forgotten the Gospel! Forty days after the angels sang their joyous song about 

goodwill, an old holy man said some perfectly terrible things about the cute little 

baby boy in his arms. What a way to spoil the presentation in the temple! Simeon 

said “This child is destined to be the downfall and the rise of many in Israel, a sign 

that will be opposed.” And in today’s Gospel, our Lord Jesus makes it very clear 

Simeon was right. The result of Christ’s mission is not union but division. 

The reason is obvious. Coming into contact with Jesus Christ puts a question that 

demands an answer. Following Christ isn’t a matter of checking the correct box on 

a multiple-choice quiz and going back to business as usual! Simply saying “Jesus 

is Lord” doesn’t do it. Christ’s question goes much deeper; it goes to the heart. 

With eyes and hearts set on Christ and His Gospel, we discover that many people, 

including a lot of nice people, are indifferent to the things for which Christ died. 

We realize that Our Lord did not ask people to mow their yards and pay their 

taxes! He came to call the whole world to live for God, and for souls to be saved 

from their worst selves. Those who have become alert to the claims of God begin 

to live for others. And they take on the whole world. That is because Christ’s claim 

is on all issues, all people, all forms of government, and yes, this includes our 

sexual relations and our checkbooks! When we realize this, we know we are on a 

collision course with the prevailing world views. Such commitment to the demands 

of Almighty God can shatter family harmony and break up friendships, threaten 

societies, and overthrow governments.   

Christians like to comfort themselves with the image of Jesus as the Good 

Shepherd, carrying the lamb on His shoulders. We like that. But Jesus also speaks 

of discord and division. When He speaks this way, there are three prominent words 

in His vocabulary. 
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Fire. Christ is a destroyer. He comes to burn up all that is poor and worthless. The 

Bible calls this chaff. We might call it “garbage” or “hypocrisy”. It is all the good-

for-nothing stuff in our lives and ideas and society. In the Cleansing of the Temple, 

we see the fire of Christ’s wrath. And we fool ourselves when we think we are 

exempt. 

Baptism. Christ is the purifier. In Baptism those who follow Jesus die to the old 

selfish nature. At Baptism a war is declared, and the battle is a work in progress. 

Baptism begins a lifetime of decisions for or against Jesus Christ. We make these 

decisions every day, and many of them can be painful to us, and hurtful to those 

who cannot, or will not, understand the claims of the Lord. 

Finally, the sword. Christ is the divider. A sword’s purpose is to cut into pieces. 

The Lord told a story about separating the sheep from the goats. His claim and 

teaching offend many. That is not what He wants, of course, but it is the inevitable 

result of His coming into an imperfect world. Christ is holy, and we are not. So 

there is a clash. World War Two navigators in B-17s over occupied Europe used to 

say: “If you’re taking flak, you must be over the target.” Well, Jesus Christ is over 

the target! And so there will always be the pain of division in the hearts of those 

who follow Jesus. But the good news is that the perfect Sacred Heart of Jesus is 

sufficient to carry and pain, and at the same time offer us the triumphant and 

soothing power of His love. 


