
Give Fire a Chance, August 18, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Is 5:1-7; Ps 80:1-2, 8-18; Heb 11:29-12:2; Luke 12:49-56 

Prayer 

“Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!” 

One morning a few weeks back I was driving not far from the PNE grounds when I encountered The Love 

Bus. It’s hard to miss. It’s a full-sized (forty-foot) school bus, with its name “Love Bus” right above the 

windshield. And if that wasn’t obvious enough, it’s painted bright purple—kinda of between purple and 

pink. It definitely caught my attention—but so did the driver. A young man with long brown hair and a 

full beard. White Jesus! 

It turns out that this bus is decked out with LED lights and a ball pit for adults in the back. And they want 

to reinforce the roof to use it as a stage for musical performances.  

I’m not quite sure what inspired the creation of The Love Bus, but Jesus, driving this “love bus” certainly 

made me think of the 50th anniversary of Woodstock that I’d been hearing about in the news. I couldn’t 

help but ponder the significance of Woodstock. Maybe some of you were there or know people who 

were, but Woodstock represented something major—a real cultural touchstone. For those brief 

moments it seemed as though peace was winning. As though love really was the answer. As though 

positivity and enthusiasm could actually lead to actions that would make a difference in the real world. 

The phrase “give peace a chance” wasn’t just a slogan—people actually thought the movement could 

bring about change. People genuinely believed in the “peace” movement. Not everybody, of course. But 

enough that it made an impact on the world. People went to rallies and protest marches. The world was 

actually changed because people believed that peace was better than war and that love, (yes, love) was 

capable of improving things for all people. 

 

Where are those people now?  

They didn’t come from the churches. This was not a religious movement. This was not a revival. This was 

a mainstream secular movement. 

And the hippy Jesus driving the Love Bus would have fit right in. 

Those of us who are in the church probably think that Jesus would have been right at home at 

Woodstock. He would have been full of smiles, encouraging people to love each other, even their 

enemies, even the people who hated them. Jesus wouldn’t have been upset if he saw a couple at 

Woodstock from two different ethnic backgrounds (though that was still fairly taboo). Jesus would have 

been fine with people camping out on the ground, sharing food with one another (even if it wasn’t 

loaves and fishes). And let’s face it, we’ve all seen the pictures of “white Jesus”: with those long robes 

and shoulder-length hair and long beard, Jesus would have fit right in at Woodstock. 

But then we hear today’s gospel reading, and Jesus drops this bombshell: “Do you think that I have 

come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!” 

This is so un-Jesus-y. He’s totally harshing the vibe. It’s not like Jesus to be such a downer.  



Last week we had such a better picture of Jesus—a much more Jesus-y gospel passage. “Do not be 

afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” What happened to that 

Jesus? Where did he go? 

It can be tempting to think that this new Jesus isn’t the real Jesus. Especially with the opening line of the 

gospel, the line we have on the cover of our bulletins: “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish 

it were already kindled!” How do we know that Jesus really said that? The short answer is that the 

gospel of Luke is very well attested—there are lots and lots of copies. And if something sounded unusual 

to be coming from Jesus’ mouth and yet it was copied down all those times, it just makes it more likely 

that he actually said it!  

So, if Jesus really did say these words, what was he getting at? What was the fire he wanted to kindle? 

What was the division he was bringing? What was his baptism that he was stressed about? 

Let’s start with the fire. Fire can mean many things. Fire can be destruction (like the burning of a city). 

But fire can also be light (like a candle at a baptism). Fire can also be warmth—think of a campfire. Fire 

can be used for cooking, like ‘smores and hotdogs around that campfire. Those are all very real. But I 

don’t think Jesus meant to “kindle” any of those fires. 

Jesus wasn’t out to burn up the world—but to refine it. That’s another fire. You may be thinking of the 

same song I’m thinking of: Refiner’s Fire.  The fire that Jesus wanted to kindle in the whole world was a 

refining fire.  

Real metallurgists and other experts will be able to tell you the process involved in purifying a metal—

especially the better-known metals like gold and silver. But for most of us (and for Jesus’ audience), 

refining was a process of heating a precious metal until all the impurities “burned off”. There was no 

complicated process of reclaiming different substances based on their various melting or boiling 

temperatures. If the metal wasn’t pure yet, then the fire wasn’t hot enough and the “impurities” were 

still there.  

This is a very helpful metaphor for the Christian life—and it is used in a number of places in the 

scripture. Usually it is God who is holding us to the fire, not to torture us, not to tempt us, but to 

“refine” us—to burn away all that corrupts and defiles us. A refiner would have a small crucible at the 

end of a long pole to keep a safe distance from the intense heat. But a refiner would have to look into 

the crucible frequently to monitor the progress of the refining. The story is told that when God the 

father looks into the crucible, he can tell if the metal has been completely purified if he can see his 

reflection in it. That is us. We bear the father’s reflection most completely when we have been refined. 

When the impurities have been burned away. When we are purified by God. 

That’s the fire Jesus wants to bring.  

But what is his baptism that he is “stressed” about? 

Like fire, Baptism can have many meanings. Baptism is not merely sprinkling some water on someone’s 

forehead before everybody eats cake downstairs. At its core, baptism is about death and rebirth. As we 

are baptized we die to sin and are raised to new life as we emerge from the water. Jesus was awaiting 

with great expectation his own death and his resurrection. As we heard from last week’s sermon, the 

kingdom of God was coming—and soon. We all need to be on the lookout for it—we need to pay 



attention to the signs (the same way that we monitor the clouds and wind to predict the weather). The 

kingdom is coming—and Jesus’s death and resurrection are the sure signs that the promise will be 

fulfilled.  

But why then, you may ask, does Jesus need to bring so much division? Why is he turning households 

against each other? How can this possibly be a good thing? 

Hippy Jesus driving the Love Bus would have disagreed with first century Jesus. Hippy Jesus would have 

said that love and unity are possible if everyone just gives peace a chance. First century Jesus would 

have looked at hippy Jesus and loved him and reminded him that “many are called. Few are chosen.”  

It is a subject of much controversy in the church even today. Jesus’ message of love is available to all—

but not all will accept it. Jesus’ free gift of grace is given to all—but not everyone will receive it.  

And for those who are truly being refined—for those who receive the gospel with joy—they can’t go 

back to their old lives. They can’t return to the hopelessness they left before they believed in the 

promises of God.  

But at the same time, they can’t compel others to join them. Even those they care most deeply about. 

Even their very own family. Just because one member of a family receives God’s gift of grace doesn’t 

mean that the others will too. And in that inevitable situation there is not peace but division. The ones 

who have received the gospel cannot pretend as though they haven’t even though this will drive them 

from the ones who refuse to accept it—father against son and mother against daughter. If only they 

would turn and believe and be saved! 

And there is no time to waste. Just as in last week’s gospel, the signs are already in the sky—the writing 

is on the wall. The promise has been made: The Master is returning. The fire will be kindled shortly—and 

it is up to us to respond. To repent. To be refined. To be made pure as our sins are burned off. 

Refining isn’t a pleasant process—just as division in our own families isn’t pleasant. But this is the 

process by which God’s kingdom is advancing. And it is Jesus’ response to Woodstock Jesus—by all 

means, give peace a chance, but don’t expect that to save you. We need something more than just a 

vague idea that love is better than war. It’s going to be difficult. It’s going to change the very core of who 

we are. It’s going to require sacrifice. And that’s something Jesus knew very well. 


