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August 18, 2013 

Hebrews 11:29-12:2 

Luke 12:49-56    The Stressed-Out Jesus 

 

“Do you think I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, 

but rather division!” There’s nothing like coming to church on a Sunday 

morning and having Jesus get in your face. There’s nothing like hearing 

Jesus, who we thought was a really nice man, go all fire and brimstone 

on us. It’s a bit jarring, really. We don’t usually expect this Jesus. We 

don’t expect the Jesus who is angry and frustrated. We don’t expect the 

Jesus who is sharp and critical. We don’t expect the Jesus who is 

showing some signs of strain from a difficult ministry and the difficult 

and violent end that will come. We don’t expect this Jesus and yet, here 

he is. The Jesus who is upset. The Jesus who is worn and worried and 

hassled. The Jesus who is stressed-out.  

Jesus is stressed out today. He says so. He says he is stressed about his 

life. He is stressed about what is happening and what will happen to him. 

He is stressed about his journey to Jerusalem where he will receive the 

baptism with which he must be baptized. The baptism of hostility. The 

baptism of jealousy and hate. The baptism of the wrath of the religious 
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authorities. The baptism of the full brutality of the Roman government. 

Jesus will be dehumanized. His disciples will betray him and abandon 

him. He will be nailed to a cross and utterly forsaken. He be baptized by 

death and swallowed up by the grave. Jesus knows his baptism is 

coming. That he will face the deep darkness of evil. He knows it’s 

coming. The pain and the humiliation. He knows it’s coming. The 

temptation to run away. The temptation to quit. The temptation to say, 

Love and faithfulness, look like this? No thanks.  

It’s strange to think of Jesus being stressed. We don’t know what to do 

with it. We don’t know what to do with a Jesus who struggles with his 

mission. We don’t know what to do with a Jesus who feels conflicted 

about what he must do. We don’t know with a Jesus who is troubled and 

presents that trouble to us. What do we do when Jesus says he brings us 

division? What do we do when he tells us that he brings us conflict and 

tension? What do we do when the Prince of Peace does not bring us 

peace? 

It seems to me that Jesus, of all people, should know how to deal with 

this. He should know how to deal with stress. He should know how to 
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handle the difficulties of faith and the conflicts of life. And he could tell 

me how to love God and my neighbor without creating any more stress 

in my life. And he would tell me the three easy steps to a happy, stress-

free life. Because there is so much stress out there. The stress of 

relationships and finances and the future. The stress of work, and home, 

and school. The stress of Washington and Wall Street and Main Street. 

The stress of things beyond our control, like disease and terrorism and 

war and violence and drug abuse and Global climate change and 

homelessness and hunger and kids growing up and parents getting older 

and our own bodies breaking down. Life is full of stress. It’s 

everywhere. What stress do you come with today? What is weighing you 

down? What is stealing your joy? 

We’d like God to help us with our stress. We’d like Jesus to offer us a 

spiritual path that would eliminate stress or at least offer us some relief 

from it. But instead, today, we get Jesus, who is as stressed as we are, 

emotionally announcing that life is full of division and doom. Here, let 

me stress you with it again: “I came to bring fire to the earth and how I 

wish it were already kindled! From now on, five in one family will be 
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divided, three against two and two again three, father against son, 

mother against daughter, mother-in-law against daughter-in-law. Do you 

think I came to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather 

division!”  

Who is this Jesus? Who is this Jesus on the verge of losing it? He seems 

so stressed by life. Stressed by his mission. Stressed to the point of 

breaking. He’s at the end of his rope. Why, it’s almost as if he’s one of 

us. It’s almost as if he’s human. A human being having trouble with a  

life of faith, trying to love God with all his heart and share that love with 

the world. 

A life of faith creates stress. It creates joy and goodness and grace, but it 

also creates stress. It’s stressful doing our best to be faithful. Jesus says 

it’s stressful to be the people of God’s lovingkindness. It will bring 

conflict and frustration. And we should expect that others won’t 

understand. We should expect that the world won’t work with us. We 

should expect to encounter difficulty and resistance. Putting God first 

will not give us a life of peace and quiet. And it’s not because we’ve 

done something wrong. It’s because we are trying to do something right. 
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We are trying to follow the way of Jesus, to love God and love the world 

with everything we do to the best of our ability. And it will be a struggle. 

Faith is a struggle and it pulls us in two directions. It pulls us toward 

God. In faith, we are drawn to what God desires and what God wills and 

what God finds important. We seek God’s heart and communion with 

God’s Spirit. Like Jesus did. He was so connected to God that the Spirit 

of the Lord was upon him. It overwhelmed him with the desire to bring 

good news to the poor and to proclaim release to the captive and 

recovery of sight to the blind and to let the oppressed go free. The Spirit 

of the Lord was upon him to announce that God’s Kingdom was on its 

way and that people needed to re-order their lives toward God. Jesus had 

a direct connection to the Father and the Father’s will for the world. The 

Spirit of the Lord was upon him. And God’s Kingdom was coming. 

Jesus was connected with God. When we think of a divine connection, 

we think of peace and calm and tranquility. The cessation of all suffering 

and conflict. The zen, meditative state of being. For some spiritual 

practices, that’s the purpose and the goal. A deeper connection with God 

that lessens the connection with the world and its stress. People have 
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tried are all sorts of methods to achieve this. Some have tried moving 

into monasteries. Or secluding themselves in hermitages. Or isolating 

themselves in deserts, or caves, on the tops of very high pillars. All in 

order to find and maintain that undisturbed connection to the heart of 

God without all the stress of life.   

And honestly, if we could, we would do that too. We would escape the 

weariness of life. We want to be pulled toward God. We want to find the 

peace and rest of God’s heart. We want to know the deep fullness of 

eternity. We want to escape from the pain and suffering of the world. 

But we can’t. We can’t just leave. We can’t because like Jesus, we love 

the world. We love the people in it. We love the beauty and the 

potential. We love it all too much to leave. We love it too much to 

escape the pain and suffering. Like Jesus we know the hurt around us. 

We feel the strain and the struggle. But like Jesus, we can’t leave. We 

can’t check out of this life because like Jesus, we are trying to be 

faithful. We are trying to be connected to God’s love and connected to 

that love in the world. We are pulled toward God’s heart. But we are 

also pulled out into the heart of the world. Love God, Jesus says. And 
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love your neighbor. It’s love that pulls us up and out.  In the shape of the 

cross. Love God and love your neighbor. Not one or the other. Both. 

Faith is a cruciform, cross-shaped, life. 

Jesus says our life of faith will not be easy. In fact, it will bring us 

struggle. It will bring us conflict and stress. We can expect that’s what 

will happen, because that’s what happened to him. That’s what happens 

when people try their best to have God’s heart in the world. Look at all 

the Christians who came before us. The earliest followers of Christ who 

were literally forced out of their families. They lost their mothers and 

fathers. They lost their homes and their communities. They lost the 

peace and quiet of a life they could have had. Listen to what happened to 

the people in the letter to the Hebrews. Some were tortured for their 

faith. Some were imprisoned. Some were stoned to death. Even now, 

Christians are persecuted because they welcome people who shouldn’t 

be welcome. They are persecuted because they speak truth to power. 

They are persecuted because they speak for the voiceless. They are 

persecuted because they call Jesus Lord instead of the rulers of the 

empires. It’s downright treasonous. Why can’t they just keep quiet? 
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Why can’t they calm down? Why can’t they stop causing trouble and 

creating stress? 

But that’s not what Jesus’ disciples are called to. They aren’t called to a 

life of peace and quiet. They aren’t called to a life of comfort and ease. 

They are called to a life of doing their best to be faithful. A life leaning 

toward the heart of God and leaning out into the heart of the world. Up 

and out. The vertical and horizontal. The directions of the cross. And 

inevitably, it will bring struggle. It may strain us and divide us and 

conflict us and stress us out. It may cause us great discomfort. And 

challenge us and humble us. It may baptize us with a baptism that 

changes everything about us. But it will bring us closer to the Kingdom 

of God. It will bring us closer to Jesus and closer to love and closer to 

everything we are meant to be. 

Do we want a life of peace and quiet? Do we want be a church that is 

unobtrusive and safe? Do we want a faith free of difficulty, free of all 

the things that get our hands dirty, that bring questions and 

confrontations?  Or are we ready to risk being pulled into the heart of 

God? Are we ready to risk being pushed out into the lives of our 
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neighbors? To risk knowing God and ourselves and one another more 

deeply? 

Our hearts stretch up to God and our arms reach out into the world. The 

vertical and the horizontal, like the shape of the cross. Life in Christ at 

times will bring us struggle. We will need to wrestle like Jacob. We will 

need to fight like Joshua. We will need to endure like Jesus. Like the 

many Christians before us. The great cloud of witnesses who decided 

they would live with the tension. Who gave up peace and quiet. Who 

reached up to the heart of God and reached out to their neighbors. Folks 

that adopted or took in foster kids even though it changed their families. 

Folks that gave up their weekends to build houses for others or grow a 

garden. Churches that welcome the unwelcome and reach out to 

immigrants and sponsor community suppers and reading programs and 

elderly home visits even though it means they don’t have peace and 

quiet. 

We are here to run the race. To fight the good fight. To live the cross-

shaped life with Jesus who is with us in this struggle. Faithfully. Never 

quitting. Giving his best. Giving his life, that we may have life too. 


