
“I Have Not Come to Bring Peace”… What???

I have come to set the earth on fire, and how I wish it were already blazing! Do you think
that I have come to establish peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division. (Luke
12: 49-53)

What troubling words from Jesus! “Do you think that I have come to establish peace on
earth?” Yes, Jesus, as a matter of fact, that is exactly what I thought you came for!  So
what do we make of Jesus’ strange statements here?

Theologian Paul Scott Wilson once said, “We must use scripture to interpret scripture.”
Every time we are studying a passage of Scripture, we use the rest of Scripture to place
it in context and to help us understand it. If we look at the totality of the Gospels, it’s
clear that the whole purpose of the Incarnation, of the coming of Christ, is to bring
peace.  At Jesus’ birth, the angels sing of “Peace on Earth.”  In Jesus’ last words to his
disciples, Jesus says “Peace I give you,” and in the Resurrection appearances we see
Jesus greeting the astonished disciples with “Peace be with you.”  There can be no
doubt, then, that Jesus came to bring everlasting peace.  And so we must dig deeper to
solve this puzzle…

Just before he died, Jesus said this to his disciples, “I leave behind with you—peace; I
give you my own peace and my gift is nothing like the peace of this world (John 14:27,
Phillips Translation).”  The peace that Jesus wants for us is not the peace that the world
gives.  But what is earthly peace?  An anonymous spiritual writer at Today’s Good News
says this:

It must be that there are different kinds of peace, some of them unworthy of him. Let's
begin a list: there is the peace you have when you refuse a challenge; the peace when
you set the lowest possible standards for yourself, the peace when you allow tyranny to
go unchallenged, and still worse when you are the tyrant, the peace when you have
squashed all opposition to your plans, or silenced all questions....

Is it possible then, that Jesus will have to burn away the chaff of earthly peace in order
for us to have heavenly peace?  To clear away a space for lasting peace, Jesus must
bring conflict to the student who is “at peace” with a D+, to the Christian who is “at
peace” with no longer striving towards spiritual perfection, to the bystander who is “at
peace” in the presence of abuse and to the bully who has brought “peace” to his home
or his workplace by silencing all around him.



Jesus says, “I have come to set the earth on fire.”  This is a favorite line of St. Ignatius
of Loyola. Tradition has it that, as he was sending Xavier off to Asia, never to see him
again, he said to St. Francis Xavier, “Ite inflammate omnia,” Go forth, and set the world
on fire. In the entranceway of the Jesuit headquarters in Rome, Ite Inflammate Omnia is
inscribed below a statue of St. Ignatius. For years, Jesuits have chuckled at the fact that
sitting on the floor just a few feet away from the statue is a fire extinguisher. (So much
for Jesuit humor!) Perhaps the inscription and fire extinguisher could be a metaphor for
our lesson today. Perhaps the Lord comes to set things on fire. But it is a controlled fire
that is well-safeguarded. A fire with a purpose much like the fire that my farmer-father
set to his fields in order to replenish the soil.

“Do you think that I have come to establish peace? No, I tell you.” Let’s pray that you
and I might be given the grace and courage to join Jesus in his mission of setting
fires—of burning away the chaff of earthly peace to create a space in our world for
heavenly peace.
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