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Over the years I have made a lot of trips from Florida to 
Atlanta. As a result, I have become very familiar with 
75 North and South! I can tell you the best Dairy Queen 
to stop at, and where the cleanest rest areas are. And, 
without fail, I always seem to stop at the same Chick-
fil-a in Valdosta for lunch without thinking about it.

I also know the billboard ads real well. The interstate is 
saturated with them. You have seen them—they 
advertise everything from pecan logs to houses of ill 
repute.  

I have also become familiar with ads that advertise 
churches and Christian radio stations.  I remember one 
ad advertising a local church.  There is a happy middle-
class family smiling and laughing in bed, just having a 
good time.  Next to the picture is the traditional fish 
insignia.  And there is the slogan: “Safe for the Whole 
Family.”  There was another one for a Christian radio 
station that said, “Safe for the Little Ears.”  Right there 
in the middle of all the ads for bars and booze is a nice 
safe ad for the whole family.  

Safe.  Safety is important to us.  We like to be safe.  We 
like to be protected and we like to protect what is 
important to us.  When I am aboard a plane, I always 
feel better when the flight attendant says over the 
speaker, “Your safety is our number one concern.”  
When I leave to go on long trips, people tell me, “Drive 
safe.”  And I say the same to them when they are going 
on trips.  At our church, we go to great lengths to make 
sure your kids are safe.  We do background checks and 
require training for anyone working with kids.  We like 
to be safe.

We like our money to be safe.  We go to the bank and 
like seeing the sticker “FDIC Insured.”  We like our 
cars to be safe.  We like ads that tell us that our cars 
have a high safety rating.  We like our country to be 
safe and we spend enormous amounts of dollars 
ensuring that America is safe.  We feel safe when we 
see our troops in uniform salute, as if to say, “You 
won’t get hurt.  Not on my watch.”

We like our relationships to be safe.  Many go to 

 

conferences to learn how to think “Win/Win” as we 
negotiate with people.  We want to make decisions 
that are safe for everyone.

And we do like our religion safe, too.  Like the ad 
says, we like it safe for the whole family.  We like a 
God that we can trust.  We like a God who will protect 
us and those we love if we believe in him and pray to 
him.  We like a God who promises to give us eternal 
salvation if we put our faith in him.  Many of us are 
drawn to faith because of the safety we believe it 
provides for us now and later.

This is why it is more than a little troubling to read our 
passage for today.  Some people wish it were not in 
the Bible.  It does not make us feel very safe, at least 
not to those of us who follow Jesus.  Jesus comes 
across as a fire and brimstone preacher instead of a 
meek and mild teacher from Galilee that we see in 
paintings.  He announces that he has come to bring 
fire to the earth and can’t wait until the fire is kindled.  
And maybe most troubling of all is his announcement, 
“You think I have come to bring peace on earth?  No, 
I come to bring division.”  And then he goes on to 
describe what happens at some weddings I have been a 
part of – “father against son, mother against daughter, 
mother-in-law against daughter in law…”  

This sounds worse than an Alabama/Georgia football 
game!

Who is the cause of all this division?  Jesus!  I must 
say this text is difficult to swallow.  Jesus, the cause of 
division?  Jesus, a home wrecker?  We didn’t sign up 
for division, did we?  I mean, we follow Jesus and 
pray to Jesus to bring families together, to bring 
people together, to bring unity.  We follow Jesus 
because we know it will make everything alright, 
don’t we?  We follow Jesus because it is safe.  
Following Jesus is safe, isn’t it?  Well, I don’t know.

I was getting my hair cut a few weeks ago.  I sat in the 
chair.  The lady cutting my hair was new to the store.  
She asked what I did.  I told her I was a preacher. She 
said, “Oh, that’s great.  I’m a Christian too.  I just
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love Jesus.  Jesus has done so much in my life.  It is all 
about Jesus.”  I was moved by her testimony.  She went 
on and on so much about Jesus I thought about hiring 
her at the church and putting her in charge of 
evangelism.  Well, a lady who had been working there 
for awhile came up to us and said, “You need to quiet 
down the talk about Jesus.  Customers don’t like it.  A 
customer called corporate a few weeks ago and 
complained about a worker talking about religion.  
Keep your voices low.”  Well, I paid my money.  The 
lady cutting my hair said, “Well if I get fired for talking 
about Jesus, I guess I will be fired.”  

I walked out of there, got in my car.  My haircutter was 
outside smoking a cigarette.  I don’t know what got into 
me.  I rolled down my window and yelled, “Praise 
Jesus?”  There were some people who looked at me like 
I was green and had come from Mars.  Some gave me 
dirty looks. 

Following Jesus is safe, isn’t it?  What’s wrong with 
Jesus?  Why wouldn’t anybody like Jesus?  Why would 
Jesus create such a disturbance?  Jesus tells us to love 
one another.  Jesus teaches us to treat each other like we 
would like to be treated.  Jesus, he is the one that takes 
kids and puts him on his lap and tells them stories about 
the kingdom of God.  Why wouldn’t anybody like 
Jesus?  What’s not to like about Jesus?

I asked that question a lot some years ago after grieving 
over the execution of Daniel Terry.  He was one of the 
ten humanitarian workers executed in Afghanistan.  He 
and his wife were missionaries supported by a church I 
used to serve. He and I became friends. I shared a meal 
with him shortly before he was killed.  We talked about 
Jesus.  We talked about the love of Jesus, what it means 
to follow Jesus.  We talked about how Jesus called him 
to help people.  And you know why he was executed?  
Because he was associated with Jesus.  Now, can you 
believe that?  Why wouldn’t anybody like Jesus?  Why 
would Jesus cause such anger and violence and 
division?  How is that possible?

Well, I guess we shouldn’t be surprised.  Jesus warned 
us.  He warned us in our text today, “Don’t think I have 
come to bring peace, but division!”  He warned us that 
he would bring all kinds of division.  Well, I guess we 
know it says that, but it is just hard for us to swallow it.  
It is just so hard to believe that Jesus would be the cause 
of such division.  We want everyone to love Jesus and 
follow Jesus.  We want the whole world to hold hands 
and sing about Jesus.  Division?

I remember going to a passion play one time.  It was a 

drama that reenacted the life and ministry of Jesus.  It 
was well done.  I sat next to a little girl and her dad.  
We all sat mesmerized by the play.  The life of Jesus 
unfolded on the stage, the birth and the angels, the 
teachings, the miracles, the betrayal, the crucifixion, 
the resurrection.  We left the play.  The dad and the 
little girl were holding hands crossing the street.  He 
said, “Did you like it, sweetie?”  She replied, “Yeah, 
yeah, I did, daddy.  But I didn’t understand something, 
dad.  Why did they have to kill him, daddy?”  I thought 
he was going to say, “Well, see honey, he died for our 
sins.”  And he would have been right if he had said 
that.  But he said something to her that was just as 
right.  He said, “Well sweetie.  They killed him 
because he made people feel uncomfortable.  Sweetie, 
sometimes people don’t like to hear the truth.”

He was right.  He did make people feel uncomfortable.  
When you go around as God’s son, filled with all kinds 
of truth and preaching it, it does make people upset.  It 
does make some folks feel uncomfortable.  It does 
cause division.   Remember that time when that man 
came to Jesus and asked Jesus what he needed to do to 
have eternal life.  Jesus saw his heart and said, “Sell 
everything you have and follow me.”  Jesus knew the 
man had a weakness for money and material things.  
And the Bible says the man went away sorrowful.  

Remember that time when Nicodemus came to Jesus at 
night. Jesus saw his heart and said, “Nicodemus, you 
must be born from above.  Nicodemus, you must 
change.”  Now, we don’t know whether or not he did.  

Remember that time Jesus approached the religious 
leaders and called out their hypocrisy and vanity.  He 
called them “white washed tombs!”  All clean on the 
outside and dirty on the inside.  

Remember that time Jesus went into the temple.  He 
saw the racket the religious leaders had going on.  It 
was a good system in the temple, fleecing the people of 
their money, taking advantage of them.  Jesus tore 
through the temple, turned over tables and screamed, 
“You have turned my Father’s house into a den of 
thieves!”

Now, you don’t go around doing that without causing 
some division.  You don’t go around sharing the truth 
without making enemies.  Trying walking into an 
executive meeting of a Fortune 500 company and 
saying, “What does it profit you if you gain the whole 
world but lose your soul?”  See how popular that 
makes you.  Try walking into a bar and getting in the 
middle of a bar fight and saying, "Come on guys,
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turn the other cheek.  Love each other.  Pray for each 
other.”  See how popular that makes you.  Try bringing 
home a bunch of homeless people and saying, “Honey, 
we have guests. Jesus said that if we do unto the least of 
these, we do it to him.”  See how popular that makes 
you.  

I guess following Jesus is not so safe, is it?  I guess this 
whole Christian faith thing is not so safe.  I think we 
forget how controversial Jesus really is.  I think we 
forget how radical Jesus really is.  I think we forget that 
Jesus was executed for what he said and did.  And here 
we are willingly worshipping him, saying we want to 
follow him when we know it leads to a cross?  

Today is Transfiguration Sunday and the event appears 
just a few chapters before today’s text in Luke 9. The 
whole text is about a misunderstanding. Peter, James 
and John go up a mountain with Jesus. They watch as 
Jesus is transfigured and Moses and Elijah appear. The 
three disciples completely miss the meaning of the 
event. They want to stay on the mountain with Jesus 
and bathe in the warm and glory of that event. What 
they missed is that the Jesus’s transfiguration was a 
confirmation of his upcoming death. Jesus was headed 
to a cross. Were Peter, James and John ready to face a 
cross too?

You see, that is what is so radical about Jesus, so 
divisive about Jesus.  His love for us is so relentless that 
he doesn’t just want an hour on Sunday morning.  He 
doesn’t just want a few dollars thrown into a plate.  He 
doesn’t just want a prayer here and there.  He wants our 
entire lives.  The most divisive thing about Jesus is that 
he does not want admirers; he wants followers.  He does 
not want church members; he wants disciples.  He 
doesn’t want apologies; he wants repentance.  He 
doesn’t want respect; he wants allegiance.  And you 
know why he wants so much and demands so much?  
Because he knows that unless we lose our lives in him 
we will never find out what life is really all about.  

But I’ll warn you.  If you decide to follow Jesus and do 
what he wants you to do and go where he wants you to 
go, don’t be surprised if it puts you at odds with those 
that you love and those that you work with.  Don’t be 
surprised if it doesn’t make you the most popular person 
in your neighborhood and community. For the world 
does not like to hear the truth.  The world does not like 
the status quo disturbed.  The world does not like its 
comfortable and convenient systems disrupted.  Jesus 
said so.  

So, I’ll warn you.  Sooner or later, each of us will have  

to make the choice between what is convenient, 
comfortable, popular, and what Jesus is calling us to 
do.  And it will not be easy.  It will not be safe.  But it 
will be right and it will be true.

When Bishop Will Willimon was the minister at Duke 
Chapel he received a phone call from a very upset 
parent.  The father was upset because his graduate 
school bound daughter had just told him she was going 
to ‘throw it all away’, as he put it, and go and do 
mission work in Haiti. 

The father said, “This is absurd.  She has a degree in 
mechanical engineering from Duke and she’s going to 
dig ditches Haiti. I hold you personally responsible for 
this.” 

Willimon replied, “Me?  What have I done?” 

Father said, “Well, you filled her head with all that 
religious stuff. She thinks a lot of you. That’s why 
she’s doing this foolishness.” 

Willimon replied, “Now look, mister.  Hold on.  Didn’t 
you have her baptized as a kid?  Didn’t you read her 
Bible stories and take her to Sunday school?  Didn’t 
you let her go on all those youth retreats and ski trips?”

The father said, “Well, yes...” 

Willimon said, “Then it’s your fault she believed all 
that stuff.  Not mine.  You’re the one that introduced 
her to Jesus, not me.” 

The father replied, “But we never expected it to come 
to this.  We never dreamed she would go to Haiti. We 
just wanted her to grow up to be a good Methodist.” 

Let those who have ears to hear, hear.  Amen.
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