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 One wonders how many of those listening to Jesus speak the words of today’s gospel 

might have left there thinking that he was totally crazy. Those in the crowd included his 

disciples, many Pharisees, and a large number of others who it says were pressing in so tightly to 

try to hear him speak, that they were trampling each other underfoot. But if Christ would cause 

people to choose him over their own father, mother, sister, or brother… Well, either he must be a 

megalomaniacal mad-man; or he must be the Messiah sent by God.  

 But what kind of Messiah would bring division? Wasn’t he supposed to bring peace? The 

prophet Jeremiah in the first reading had gotten himself “cancelled”– thrown into a muddy 

cistern – for prophesying war and not peace for the people of Israel. Here Jesus is taking a 

similar prophetic stance; and we know that he, too, will ultimately be dragged through the mud 

for it – and not only. The “baptism with which [he] must be baptized”, of which he spoke, was 

his passion, death, and resurrection – his own prophet’s reward. 

 The word “baptism” has a layered meaning that includes both how it is done and the 

result that flows from it: it is a type of submersion that thoroughly purifies. Jesus speaks about it 

in conjunction with fire, which is also a catalyst for purification. His passion and death would be 

a total immersion into the sins of the world, and his resurrection would manifest who he was to 

all in a definitive way (though still, not all would believe) – and accomplish satisfaction for the 

sin in which he had been completely submerged. 

 And the “fire” connected with this “baptism” would be the grace by which the Lord’s 

saving work would be applied to each individual through the sacraments, accomplishing in them 

also a purification from sin and a profound renewal. Again, however, not all would accept it. 

Moreover, the individual choices to follow Jesus or not could even result in division among those 

who otherwise should enjoy the closest of earthly relationships. We have all seen this play out 

among our friends and families; it is real and can be quite painful.  

 Even if we might become alienated from those who should otherwise be closest to us 

because of our decision to follow Christ, we are always surrounded by what the second reading 

called “a great cloud of witnesses”: those who have also “run the race” and are now the saints in 

heaven, or those who, with us, are still going around the track of life. And we are exhorted to 

keep “our eyes fixed on Jesus”, and to recognize that we have not yet gone as far as he did. This 

passage is a gentle slap on the cheek telling us to “buck up”.  

 It is in keeping our eyes fixed on the Lord, in looking to the saints and our fellow 

travelers for encouragement, and indeed, in regularly encountering Christ in the sacraments, that 

we do learn in what way he, the Messiah, came to bring peace. It is not a peace that heralds an 

absence of conflict. No – the broken or difficult relationships remain, there are the other 

problems we regularly face, and there is all the trouble in the world. Rather, it is a peace that 

nothing in this world can give. It is peace of soul, peace with God. 

 He is the Messiah; he does challenge us to choose him over all others; and he does come 

to bring us peace – though not in the way that we always want. Wouldn’t life be easier if we 

didn’t have to run a race, and if all was always or at least mostly smooth and copacetic? Now we 

are yearning for a political Messiah, like the Pharisees did. But our home is not here. We are 

aiming for heaven. The way there requires exertion and sacrifice. And even if we do experience 

solitude or rejection along the way, yet there are many who are cheering us on.  


