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Sermon:  Luke 12: 49-56 (Family conflict)

A preacher's young daughter noticed that her father always bowed his head and closed his eyes for a few seconds before he went to the pulpit to preach. When she asked him why he did that, he explained, "I'm asking God to help me preach a good sermon.” His daughter thought about it for a minute and said, "Well daddy, why doesn't he do it?"
OK.  One more on family relations:

Struggling to make ends meet on a first-call salary, the pastor was livid when he learned that his wife had bought a $250 dress. He asked her, "How could you do this?!"

"I was outside the store looking at the dress in the window, and then I found myself trying it on," she explained. "It was like Satan was whispering in my ear, 'You look fabulous in that dress. Buy it!'" 

"Well," the pastor replied, "You know how I deal with that kind of temptation. I say, 'Get behind me, Satan!'" 

"I did," replied his wife," but then he said, 'It looks fabulous from back here, too!'"  [For the record, I make no comment about Paulette and this joke.]

Our gospel today says, “ . . . they will be divided: father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.”

The jokes, in a lighthearted sense, pitted daughter against father and husband against wife.  Neither pairing, though, is included in the gospel passage.  For some time I thought that our gospel was just written in poetic style.  But there is more to this than just rhetoric.

The passage is loosely based on the text of Micah 7, verse 6:

“for the son treats the father with contempt,

the daughter rises up against her mother,

the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law .  . .”
Being from another culture, we are not so quick in seeing how this mirrors both living arrangements and lines of authority in the ancient Middle East.  We are apt to think of the nuclear family in our society.  A typical image would be father, mother, son, and daughter.  Theirs was different.  When a son got married, he and his new wife would come to live with his father and mother.  So there would be five in this nuclear family, consistent with scripture reference to father, mother, son, daughter, and daughter-in-law.  A son-in-law would not be part of this household because if the daughter got married, she would become part of his household.

The passage also reflects lines of authority.  The father has authority over his wife and his son.  The mother has authority over her daughter and her daughter-in-law.  So when Jesus says that five will be divided, three against two and two against three, it is a division between generations – father vs. son, and mother vs. daughter and daughter-in-law.  It’s worth noting that while the Micah passage simply condemns the rebellion of youth, Jesus has the conflict pointing both directions – father against son, as well as son against father.

Returning to the whole issue of family conflict, we prefer thinking of Jesus as the Prince of Peace rather than the Prince of Division.  We know how important family life is.  We know that if a family is dysfunctional, the outcome is apt to be psychological, emotional, and social issues for those so trapped.

So we work at strengthening families, as part of our Christian ministry.  We pray, at weddings and when celebrating anniversaries, that “their home may be a haven of blessing and peace; through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  Peace through Jesus Christ.  Not division.  So how do we reconcile this with our gospel today?

Barbara Brown Taylor preached a sermon on our gospel passage, titled  Family Values
.  In it she says that Jesus is talking about what happens to family harmony when he asks them to choose whom they will follow.  She asks, “Do you know stories like that?  Like the parents who raise their children to be doctors and lawyers and have almost succeeded when the last one announces he wants to be a minister, and their faces fall but he goes to seminary anyway, and when they draw up their wills he is not in them?  Or like the grown children who find out how much money their elderly parents are giving away to a church-run orphanage in the Midwest and who have mom and dad declared mentally incompetent in order to protect their own inheritance?  Or like the mother who will not speak to her two adult children because one left the church of his youth for a place where he speaks in tongues and the other refuses to go to church at all?”

Church history has some prime examples of conflict between children and parents over matters of faith.  Take St. Francis, for example.

His father was a wealthy cloth merchant, and in his youth Francis devoted much of his life to drinking, music, and dancing.  But Francis came to be a Christian, and while visiting a small, decaying church called San Damiano near Assisi, he heard Jesus say to him, “Francis, don’t you see that my house has collapsed?  Go and repair it for me.”  So Francis went to his father’s warehouse, took the bolts of the most valuable cloth, took them to town and sold them (along with his horse) to get money to restore the church.

His father was furious.  When all else failed, he hauled Francis before the local bishop.  The bishop gently but firmly explained that the cloth and the horse belonged to his father, and if Francis really wanted to serve God he must return the money to him.  But he was a wise bishop, ending by saying, “Trust in the Lord, my son . . . for he will provide you with all that is needed for repairing the church.”

Francis, in response, said, “I will gladly give back this money which belongs to my father.”  Then he went into an adjacent room, returning naked.  He walked to his father, placing his cloak, shirt, pants and money bag at his feet.  Saying, “Up till now I have always called Pietro di Bernardone my father.  In future I will only acknowledge our Father who is in heaven.”

Father against son and son against father.  Maybe it’s because I’m older, I find myself agreeing with Francis’ biographer, Adrian House.  Who writes, “Franciscan records . . . spare no sympathy for Pietro.  But he had been extraordinarily longsuffering until Francis sold his finest cloth and one of his horses.  It is sad that he and especially Pica [Francis’ mother] were allowed to disappear from the story without another word.”

Paulette and I just returned from a visit to our fathers, aged 93 and 90.  I especially enjoyed the time I spent with my dad in Indian Mound TN.  Sitting on the porch of his log home during the evening, sipping Jack Daniels, hearing the cicada in full voice.  Telling him about my time at the CREDO conference, where we were challenged to examine who we were and what we valued most.  And how I concluded that much of this came to me from him and my mother.

From this perspective I find it hard to see much good in family conflict.  I wrestled with how to reconcile “From now on five in one household will be divided, three against two and two against three,” with the angel’s words to Zechariah about John, “With the spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children.”

Then it dawned on me.  Our gospel today is linked to words from the prophet Micah.  The words the angel spoke to Zechariah are linked to those of the prophet Malachi:  “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes.  He will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents . . .”

Both OT passages are eschatological, meaning both are pointing to the end times, the day of the Lord.  That is precisely the context of our gospel today.  After talking about division in households, Jesus says, “When you see a cloud rising in the west, you immediately say, ‘It is going to rain,’ and when you see the south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat.’  You hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the present time?”

Listen to what the prophet Micah was saying, in context:  “Woe is me . . . the faithful have disappeared from the land, and there is no one left who is upright; they all lie in wait for blood, and they hunt each other with nets.  Their hands are skilled to do evil; the official and the judge ask for a bribe, and the powerful dictate what they desire; they pervert justice . . . The day of their punishment, has come . . . for the son treats the father with contempt, the daughter rises up against her mother, the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; your enemies are members of your own household.”

Micah, and Jesus, are not saying that there is anything good about conflict within families, any more than there is anything good about the faithful disappearing from the land, or widespread evil or corruption.  It is a sign of the impending Day of the Lord.  A prophesy that universal devastation must precede the final joy.  The breakdown of the family is not an end but a sign; not something to expect and tolerate, but something to wake us up, to make us realize that change is in the wind, that the Day of the Lord approaches.

What does it mean for us?  Love God, love our family.  Anything less should be a sign that something’s amiss, something needs fixing.  The good news is that Elijah has come, turning the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents.

Love God, love our family.  If you think you are alone, or if you were abused and no longer have a family, that is not correct.  Look around, here is your family. 

Let us be ever thankful to God for our family.  Let us today consider how we might best show our love for them.  Let us be creative in expressing our love, in a way that is unexpected, unbounded, and unmistakable.
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