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We have heard and I will preach from . . . the readings for today in the Revised 
Common Lectionary.  
 
We heard words from the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah charging God with leading 
him on in an idealistic campaign for love and justice that was designed to fail and leave 
him alienated from his family. Finally Jeremiah learned to accept perennial frustration 
as one of the side-effects of believing things should be better.  
 
We heard from the Gospel of Matthew one of the so-called hard-sayings of Jesus—and 
trust me, Luke’s version is even more hard-core—that he did not come to bring peace 
on earth, but a sword; that following Jesus will set you at odds against your own peeps; 
that you must love God more than you love your family. Goodness. We’ve heard but 
have tried to forget Luke’s version, in the King James: 
 
  “If any man come to Me and hate not his father and mother, and wife and  
  children, and brethren and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be  
  My disciple.”       Luke 14:26 
 
There was another text among the lectionary readings for today—the spooky story from 
Genesis 22 where Abraham almost sacrifices his only beloved son Isaac—but I wouldn’t 
touch that snake of a text with a herpetologist’s ten foot pole. 
 
I feel like a poker player who turns his cards over and says, “Who dealt this mess?” 
 
We’ve just met. 
I’m a visitor in your home. 
The lectionary demands that we enter the palace of scripture and instead of luxuriating 
in the spa of the psalms or the parlor of the parables go into the basement.  I’m the 
Roto-Rooter probing the sewer line that connects our spiritual ideals to all the noxious 
but necessary operations of creation: hard choices, hard sayings, the cold, hard facts of 
the spiritual life. 
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The scripture today strips the bumperstickers off our religious vehicles and forces us to 
look under the hood. 
 
Now let’s turn to Jesus’ words, in Matthew. 
 
  “Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come 
  to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to set a man against his  
  father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against  
  her mother-in-law.”       Matthew 10:34 
 
 
Jesus is not commanding family discord. 
 
Never forget Jesus’ words from the cross to his disciple John, a command we often hear 
in world or song during Passion Week from John 19:27: “Behold thy mother.” Even the 
deepest personal anguish and suffering could not erase Jesus’ tender concern for Mary, 
his deep love for his mother, a love especially cherished by our Roman Catholic sisters 
and brothers who have room in their hearts not just for the Son of God but his mother 
too. 
 
We must always remember the Ecclesiastes Three Principle, that there is a time and a 
place for every purpose under heaven. And there are times when our commitment to 
God, to whatever is good and true and honorable and fair comes into conflict with the 
bonds of family, the bonds of tribe, the bonds of our team, our ethnicity, our nation, our 
species. 
 
Jesus was not anti-family. He was pro family-plus. Jesus redraws our social maps and 
declares unconstitutional our self-interested gerrymandering of the territories of family 
and neighbor. Jesus asks us, “Who is my family?” “Who is my neighbor?” 
 
Jesus here teaches us a timely—not timeless—truth: there are times when even family 
love is extended self-interest and we must recognize a higher good.  
 
I pray that we would be spared the hour of this trial. But on the planet Earth today and 
on every day that it has revolved around the sun fellow Adams and Eves have arrived 
at such a crossroads. One road says, my family first, my religion first, my fossil fuel 
needs first, America First. The other road says, God first. 
 
Then we have the words of Jeremiah, a man whose struggle to do the right thing led his 
family and friends to reject him. 
 



  3 

 

 O LORD, you have enticed me, and I was enticed; you have overpowered me,  
 and you have prevailed. I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone  
 mocks me. 
 
Later in the same passage, he laments that “all my close friends are watching for me to 
stumble” (Jer 20:10). In a different passage, from Jeremiah 12, God warns Jeremiah, 
“Evenb your kinsfolk and your family are in full cry after you” (Jer 12:6). 
 
Jeremiah felt betrayed by God. He had imagined that his work for justice and 
righteousness would be successful, that he would preach and they would repent; that 
his nation would be rejuvenated through the efforts of people like him; that he could 
make a difference. But it had not worked out that way. The nation was depressed; the 
Babylonian army threatened to humiliate and plunder his society; his message had been 
rejected by the political and religious authorities; and even his family thought he had 
gone off of the deep end. 
 
But then, this: 
 
 [But] if I say, “I will not mention him, or speak any more in his name,” then  
 within me there is something like a burning fire shut up in my bones. I am weary 
 with holding it in and I cannot.     Jeremiah 20:9 
 
This relationship, this vision, this task: it was now in his bones. It was not a matter of 
costs and losses, of winning and losing, it was who he was.   
 
Let me interject a brief editorial: my wish for you and for myself and for all God’s 
children is that we feel toward something—whether or not we get paid for it, whether 
or not it has a formal title—that it is a fire in our bones. We are the struggling artist who 
can’t give up, and has to paint. It doesn’t happen just because we finished high school 
or college, or need a job. It happens when it happens, in God’s sweet time, but we all 
have a job, a role in the great task of mending a broken world. You can call it a vocation. 
Maybe you know it and train for it. Maybe you don’t know it and later discover that 
you had been doing it already for years. 
 
This bind that Jeremiah felt caught in, 
 
this knot, this inner conflict between, on the one hand, wanting like every biological 
creature to receive Valentine Day’s cards from all the other kids in class and, on the 
other hand, to stand apart from them, and for what’s right: it’s a situation.  
 
Call it being Godtangled. 
 
Godtangled, for better, for worse, in sickness and in health.  
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Godtangled, a song you can’t get out of your head. 
 
Godtangled, a fire in your bones. 
 
Godtangled, an unshakeable sense of responsibility. Semper fi. 
 
Godtanglement can stab you on the inside. When you think it is enough to love your 
own, and think only of their welfare, you hear Jesus say, “Let me tell you a story about 
a neighbor,” and you know then you owe neighborly love, as the Good Samaritan 
demonstrated, to every waylaid wayfarer, not just to the ones in your tribe.  
  
Godtanglement can stab you on the inside. When you think it is enough to do good to 
those whom you think deserving, or whom you find sympathetic, you hear Jesus ask, 
“Didn’t you see me?” as in Matthew 25:31-46. “I was that one in prison. I was that one 
who was hungry. I was that one who was thirsty. I was the stranger.”  
  
Godtanglement can stab you on the inside. When you think it is enough and that it is 
O.K. to join the mob, and pick off the stray, and isolate and gang up on some one 
caught, like the woman in John 8, “caught,” it says, “in adultery,” you will not hear 
Jesus say a word, at first anyway. Instead, you will see a man bent down to the ground, 
tracing in the dirt with his fingers your most painful secret betrayal. 
 
Godtanglement is like a sword, and it can stab you on the inside. 
  
But this too. Godtanglement can make you brave.   
 
When you are tempted to go for the gold, and for the power and for the glory, to 
sacrifice principles for money, and family for ambition, you will hear Jesus say, “The 
devil offered me all the kingdoms of the world. I said no. You don’t have to sell your 
soul. Hold on; be strong. I’ll get you through.” 
  
When you face a difficult path that you know is right but which you would do anything 
to avoid, you will hear Jesus say, “I set my face toward Jerusalem. I wrote the book on 
getting through tight squeezes. I blazed the trail through difficult paths. Follow me. I 
know the way. I’ll get you through.” 
 
And when you face the most severe, the most frightening, the most painful trial—I 
cannot say what it will be for you or for me—whatever it is, you will look in your heart 
for Jesus.   
  
This time you won’t hear Jesus say a word. You will see him in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, this man of sorrows, acquainted with grief, the sweat beading on his 
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forehead, the sweat falling to the ground like great drops of blood (Luke 22:43-44). No 
words, just a hand that takes yours, in a sure grip which will not let you go. But that 
grip says it all.   
  
It says, 
  
“I’ve been there. You’re not alone. On this one, this time, you don’t have to be strong. 
On this one, this time, you don’t have to be the hero. My grace is sufficient. I’ve got you 
until we get to the other side of this. I’ll get you through.” 
 
When you are at the end of your rope, the knot of Godtanglement holds. It doesn’t stab 
you with a sword. It will bring you something that passes understanding. 
 
Peace. 
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