
 “I have come to set the earth on fire, and how I wish it were already blazing!” These 

words from the Gospel today don’t seem like something Jesus would say. Sounding even less 

like Jesus were these words: I have come not to establish peace on this earth, but rather 

division. Jesus bringing fire and division? 

 There’s a good principle for reading Scripture passages like this one, passages that don’t 

sound like what we would expect to hear; and the principle is this: Don’t ignore them or gloss 

over those passages; instead, spend time praying with them, see what the saints said about them, 

examine how the Church interprets them.  

 St. Ignatius of Loyola, the great Spanish saint who founded the Society of Jesus, referred 

to today’s Gospel when he would send His Jesuits out as missionaries: “Go, set the world on 

fire!” He wanted his missionaries to bring about the will and the plan of Jesus - to fan into a 

raging fire the flames that Jesus had kindled on this earth.  

 And what is this fire that Jesus brought, that Jesus wished was already blazing? The 

Catechism gives us an answer. This passage is referenced in a section talking about fire as a 

symbol of the Holy Spirit. This image of “fire symbolizes the transforming energy of the Holy 

Spirit’s actions” (CCC 696).  
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 The presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives brings about transformation in us. When the 

Lord comes to us, He doesn’t leave us in our sinfulness and our mess. He cleans us, He purifies 

us, He transforms us to be more like Himself. This is why St. Peter’s First Letter describes the 

love of God as a refiner’s fire, which is used to purify gold. This is the work of the Holy Spirit - 

to burn away our impurities so that we may be holy as God Himself is holy.  

 But notice, the Lord’s plan is not just to set our hearts on fire, although that is certain part 

of it. No, Jesus wants to set the whole world on fire. He was to transform and purify all the 

world by the power of the Holy Spirit. And what do you suppose will happen when Christians 

bring the fire of the Holy Spirit out into our world? Division.  

 Of course,  it’s no different from what has been happening for nearly 2,000 years. For 20 

centuries, faithful Christians, on fire with the Holy Spirit, have been persecuted and tortured 

and killed because the world did not want to hear the message of the Holy Spirit, because the 

world did not want to be transformed and purified by that fire.  

 Like many of the prophets of the Old Testament, Jeremiah knew this well. God sent him 

to the people to warn them to flee Jerusalem before it would be destroyed. Instead, he was 

arrested and thrown into a cistern to sink down into the mud.  
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 This kind of persecution will likely be our fate too when we go out to preach the Gospel. 

Our preaching the Gospel will bring about division. People we know will not like what we have 

to say. It may even mean division with friends and with family.  

 Yet, the Lord calls us to preach nonetheless. Whether is standing up for the dignity of 

human life or the sanctity of marriage or speaking out against racism or bigotry, bringing the 

fire of the Holy Spirit out into the world will not be easy. But the Lord strengthens us for this 

mission. Through the sacrament of confirmation, we are filled with charity and joy and zeal and 

fortitude to go out and preach the truth of the Gospel with love and with passion. This is our 

mission as Christians to set the world on fire with the Holy Spirit.  

 As we approach the altar to receive the Body and Blood of Christin Holy Communion, let 

us pray for the grace to bring to fulfillment the mission Jesus gives us. In the words of St. 

Ignatius of Loyola: May all of us go out from this place to set the world on fire with God’s love. 
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