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Kathryn Z. Johnston      Ring of Fire Luke 12:49-56 
August 14, 2022  Luke 1:46-56 
 
Luke 1:46-56 
And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has 
looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call 
me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. His mercy is 
for those who fear him from generation to generation. He has shown strength with his arm; he 
has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the powerful from 
their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich 
away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the 
promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.”  
 
Luke 12:49-56 
(Jesus said) “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! I have a 
baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed! Do you 
think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division! From now 
on five in one household will be divided, three against two and two against three; they will be 
divided: father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter 
against mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against 
mother-in-law.” 
 
He also said to the crowds, “When you see a cloud rising in the west, you immediately say, ‘It is 
going to rain’; and so it happens. And when you see the south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will 
be scorching heat’; and it happens. 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? 
 
The Story of God for the people of God… 
 
Well, it’s been a fun summer trip making our way from Galilee to Jerusalem. But now it 
appears that one of the followers or disciples or onlookers or religious leaders must have 
asked Jesus one too many times, “Are we there yet?” 
 
“Are we there yet, are we there yet, are we there yet, are we there yet?” 
 “Yup, get out.” 
 
Instead of getting Kumbaya Jesus, we’re getting a Come to Jesus. Not good… or should I say, 
not comfortable.  It’s awkward. 
 
Truth be told, the Gospel of Luke does warn us. The entire birth narrative practically kicks off 
with a warning that loving Jesus and following Jesus is not for the faint of heart. Whitney read 
us what is traditionally known as The Magnificat – and at Christmas time, when surrounded 
by all the things, with a cute little baby on the way, it’s easy to miss the divisiveness in the 
text. 
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Mary says:  
“He has scattered the proud.” 
“He has brought down the powerful.” 
“He has sent the rich away empty.” 
 
The thing is – the proud? They don’t like to be scattered. 

The powerful? Absolutely opposed to being brought down. 
The rich? Will fight you if you try to send them away empty. 

 
And lest we think this is just a very young mother-to-be’s hallucination about the challenges 
to this world her child will bring, we have Simeon’s testimony as well. Simeon is a righteous 
and devout man who upon seeing Jesus when Jesus is only 8 days old proclaims: This child is 
destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed… 
and then Simeon gets personal with Mary and Joseph as he tells them: and a sword will pierce 
your own soul too (2:34-35). 
 
There is a cost to following Jesus. 

Why take the risk? 
No one wants their soul pierced. 

 
There is a sweet sermon illustration, that when told in its longform is more of a story, about  a 
man trying to get birds to shelter in his barn from an incoming storm. First, he opens the barn 
doors, but they won’t go in. Then he tries to corral them gently into the barn, but they won’t 
move towards safety. Finally, he is running and jumping and screaming at the birds trying to 
get them into the barn, but it’s to no avail. As the man walks back to the house he thinks to 
himself, “If only I too were a bird, then I could convince them to trust and follow me.” 
 
The current situation with Jesus is that even though he has become one of us and we should 
by all means now be following him – we’re still not really sure we want to go. 
 
There is a cost to following Jesus, and we prefer to keep the peace. We like the peace. Our 
stress with the news sometimes is just how hateful everyone is to one another. Can’t we all 
just get along?  
 
While in seminary, there were a couple of friends that I would go with to baseball games. We 
drove overnight to get to the old Tigers Stadium the year before the team moved to Comerica 
Park. We went to Orioles Park, Yankee Stadium, Wrigley, Fenway among others. We always 
tried to get in early for batting practice with the ultimate goal being to get a ball.  
 
Now if you’ve engaged in this exercise, you know it can be quite fraught. No one calls for the 
ball. It’s everyone for themselves and good luck to you if it bounces into the seats because it’s 
like a pinball machine and your guess is as good as anybody else’s on where it’s going to go. 
 
One ball got absolutely launched over my head and I watched as one of my friends dove over 
two rows of seats to grab it. He landed on the ground, close to my feet, with his hand on the 
ball at about the same time as another guy grabbed it as well. They started pulling on the ball 



Kathryn Z. Johnston – Ring of Fire – Luke 12: 49-56 – Mechanicsburg Presbyterian Church 

3 

and pushing at each other and I freaked out, both over the ridiculous dedication to getting 
what, let’s face it, is just a baseball – and because two grown men were now about to actually 
get in a fight over it.  
 
I yelled something – I honestly don’t remember what – but it wasn’t out of any kind of 
fairness to my friend or to the stranger. I just wanted to keep the peace. 
 
My friend let go. The stranger took the ball.  
And that friend has never spoken to me again. 
 
We like to keep the peace. But sometimes there is a right and a wrong, and following Jesus 
means choosing justice over peace… even when it’s family.  
 
Jesus set the bar pretty high right before they all left for this trip to Jerusalem. Luke writes: 
Then his mother and his brothers came to him, but they could not reach him because of the 
crowd. And Jesus was told, “Your mother and your brothers are standing outside, wanting to see 
you.” But he said to them, “My mother and my brothers are those who hear the word of God and 
do it” (8:19-21). 
 
Families are divided, sometimes rightfully so, and that can and is heartbreaking – but what if 
it is necessary? 
 
How do we know if we’re choosing the better part? 
This very passage has been used as a sword justifying wars and hate. There is division born of 
stubborn pride and there is division that serves the Gospel of peace. How does one know the 
difference? 
 
When trying to solve a division problem, the sum must always be love. 
Love of God. 
Love of neighbor. 
 
Be wary of duty to others with no regard for the truth. Our headlines this past week alone are 
cautionary tales of aligning oneself out of duty while losing truth; while ignoring God’s call for 
love. 
 
Jesus is warning it’s better to be divided – even from those closest to use – than to turn our 
backs on who Jesus is calling us to be… or who Jesus needs us to be. 
 
The sermon is titled Ring of Fire, named after the Johnny Cash song. There are different 
stories about who actually wrote the song, but when you hear him singing it, you know 
exactly who it was for and what it is about. 
 
There’s a sense of urgency to it. 
Fire will do that to you. 
 
“I came to be fire on the earth,” Jesus said, “and now I wish it were already kindled.” 
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The fire Jesus wants to kindle is a fire of change; 
The fire of God’s active presence in the world; 
The fire of love that burns away our obsession with self-preservation, our idolization of 
kinship, and our false sense of control. 
 
No wonder Jesus is eager to strike the match. 
 
In her poem, “What I Have Learned So Far” Mary Oliver states it this way: 

Meditation is old and honorable, so why should I 
not sit, every morning of my life, on the hillside, 
looking into the shining world? Because, properly 
attended to, delight, as well as havoc, is suggestion. 
Can one be passionate about the just, the 
ideal, the sublime, and the holy, and yet commit 
to no labor in its cause? I don’t think so. 
  
All summations have a beginning, all effect has a 
story, all kindness begins with the sown seed. 
Thought buds toward radiance. The gospel of 
light is the crossroads of —indolence, or action. 
  
Be ignited, or be gone. 

 
Greed has to go. 
Idolatry has to go. 
Worshiping a political party or a person has to go. 
Exploitation has to go. 
Apathy has to go. 
 
Any and all the evils we can name that prevent the flourishing of all people and all creation 
have to go. 
 
The time for us to seek justice and to love fully – is now. 
 
Be ignited… or be gone. 
 
In the name of the Creator and the Christ and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

 

 

 


