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Jim Valvano, also known as Jimmy V, was coach of the 1983 national champion North 
Carolina State men’s basketball team. Jimmy V died of cancer at the age of 47 in 1993. 
He is known for telling the story of his first coaching experience. He was hired by Iona 
College, a small university in upstate New York. Valvano says that even the college’s 
name helped in recruiting. He would meet a young high school star and say, “Jim 
Valvano, Iona College.” 
 
Before his first season, Valvano had been invited to the training camp of the Green Bay 
Packers. He sat in the locker room as the great Vince Lombardi delivered a motivational 
speech to his players. “Men.” Lombardi began, “this year there will be three priorities in 
your life and three priorities only: God, your family, and the Green Bay Packers. That is 
all that will matter to you: God, your family and the Green Bay Packers.” 
 
So moved by this speech was Jimmy V that he took Lombardi’s words home with him 
and delivered them to his own Iona College team as basketball practice began. “Men” 
he began, “this year you will have just three priorities: God, your family, and the Green 
Bay Packers!” The players, of course, were shocked and confused. 
 
My hunch is that the words of Jesus in today’s Gospel reading were just as shocking 
and confusing for the disciples of Jesus. For three years they had traveled with him. 
They thought they knew what he stood for. In fact, they had heard him preach his 
values time and time again: That love was most important. That people were the 
priority. That forgiveness was more powerful than revenge. But now, in this twelfth 
chapter of Luke’s Gospel, Jesus seems to turn 180 degrees from what they heard. 
 
“I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! Do you think I 
have come to bring peace to the earth?” Jesus begins. “I have not come to bring peace, 
but division. Because of me, households will be divided. Sons will argue with their 
fathers. Daughters will disagree with their mothers. Good friends will be at odds with 
one another. And all because of me.” 
 
If that message doesn’t bother you, I must tell you that it bothers me. How could Jesus 
say that he came, not to bring peace, but division? Matthew also records these words of 
Jesus in his Gospel, and Matthew, too, spares us nothing. In fact, Jesus’ words sound 
downright violent: “I didn’t come to send peace, but a sword” (Matthew 10:34). No, I 
don’t believe that Jesus was just having a bad day. He is telling us an important truth.  
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"Gentle Jesus, meek and mild, look upon a little child" are the opening lines of one of 
Charles Wesley's well-known hymns. But for painting a word-picture of Jesus, he could 
hardly have chosen a less applicable word than "mild," especially in light of today's 
Gospel reading. How about this instead: "Divisive Jesus, strong and riled ..." 
 
Okay, maybe "riled" isn't quite the right word for this particular passage either. We'd be 
better to rework the phrasing of Wesley's lyrics so we don't have to rhyme with "child," 
but riled is closer to the truth than mild, as today’s Gospel reminds us. 
  
We also sing about Jesus as the “beautiful Savior” and “fairest Lord Jesus”. Beautiful 
and fair he might be, but mouse-like and compliant he is not. When it comes to the 
meaning of discipleship, the cost that is involved, the conflict and division that the 
gospel can cause, Jesus calls a spade a spade. 
 
He is telling it like it is because he knows that in the future the strength of the disciples’ 
faith in their Lord—and the discipleship of the early Christians and today’s Christians—
will be severely tested. It will mean that families will be divided. It will mean that the devil 
will have a heyday in mocking those who follow Christ. He is giving his followers this 
warning now so that they will not be shocked when following Jesus will mean some very 
tough choices. And what can be tougher than choosing between loyalty to family and 
loyalty to Jesus? 
 
Years ago in another place at another time, I knew a girl who was a real gem. Faithful in 
worship, she involved herself in the life of the church. She grew up in a good family and 
found her church family to be her second home. She graduated from high school and 
then college and then went to medical school. Her father had her whole life planned out 
with dreams of a great and distinguished medical career, making lots of money.   
 
While in college, she went on a mission trip. To say her life’s focus changed in that 
event would be an understatement. Over the years in medical school, she had struggled 
with her life’s vocation and calling. Finally she had a long and deep conversation with 
her parents. She told them she wanted to be a medical missionary. Her mother cried 
and her father blew up! His idea and his daughter’s were nowhere together. But she 
pursued this calling even though it meant division in her family.  
 
Her father came into my office one day during this time. He ranted and raved and 
cussed and swore at me and the church about how much his daughter’s decision was 
causing division in the family. He told me that he raised his daughter to go to church but 
not to do this “Christian stuff”! The daughter went overseas and served as a medical 
missionary for a time. Then she came back to the states and worked in a hard-core 
poverty area in Appalachia.  
 
There are some in this congregation who have experienced something of this pain. 
They have chosen to follow Christ even though their spouse or family members are 
indifferent, skeptical, or even opposed to their living out their faith and involvement in 
the church. 



 
I wonder about us. 
 

 To what extent does being a Christian put you and me in a situation of tension, 
even conflict? 

 To what extent are you and I prepared to stand up for what we believe, even 
though it means separation from others? Or have we just blended in with those 
who clearly don’t have any time for Christianity?  

 To what extent have you and I become numb to the hateful rhetoric, the 
unbelievable immoral stance, the supremacy notions, the ageism, sexism, racism 
that has permeated our life, society, and culture through spoken and printed 
word?  

 To what extent are we willing to stand against all in our country that have 
distorted the very image of God in each and every person—red, brown, yellow, 
black, white, young, old, rich, poor, educated, uneducated, and differently abled? 

 
So do we want a Jesus whose stated purpose for coming to earth is to bring division? 
Not peace: division. No wonder some have glossed him over with "gentle Jesus, meek 
and mild" pabulum. And no wonder so many folks have left the church because the 
church has nothing to say to them or has taken no stand in light of the horrors of our 
world today. 
 
Nonetheless, Jesus' call today still has a divisive element to it. He still calls us to divide 
ourselves from those who urge us to morally stray, to separate ourselves from those 
who act as if peace and happiness lie in possessions. He still calls us to stand against 
voices that build up the self at the expense of others.  
 
The divisive element in Jesus' call reminds us that Jesus did not come so that we could 
have a happy family life—though the peace of God may contribute to that. It reminds us 
that Jesus did not come so that we could get along with our siblings—though the peace 
of God may help us live with the conflict or enable us to make the first move toward 
reconciliation. It reminds us that Jesus did not come so that we could get along with our 
coworkers and neighbors—though the peace of God may help us stay afloat during the 
discord. 
 
No, none of that. But one reason Jesus did come was to call us to follow him. 
Depending on the circumstances of our lives, that may be a very divisive call, and that 
call promises no peace at all ... except that we are promised the peace, the shalom of 
God. 
 
What kind of Jesus is this anyway? Consider this: If our world were nothing but a 
place of created goodness and profound beauty, a space of flourishing for all, just 
and life-giving for all in God’s creation, then Jesus’ challenge would be deeply 
troubling. But since our world is deeply marred and scarred, death-dealing for many 
living today, with systems that are exploitative and non-sustainable, then meaningful 
life can come only when those systems are shattered and consumed by fire. Life 
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cannot begin again without confrontation. This is the basis of the conflict Jesus 
envisions. He comes not to disturb a nice world but to shatter the disturbing and 
death-dealing systems that stifle life in so many ways today. 
 
We simply must deal with the epidemic of violence inspired by angry racism and White 
Supremacy, and here in the Chicago area and communities by the deadly combination 
of drugs, gangs. and easily accessible weapons across our state lines. The weapons of 
choice in mass shootings are military-style combat weapons, designed not for hunting 
or target shooting, but for killing as many people as quickly as possible. 
 
But first we must—all of us—remember and reflect on the basis of our faith and the 
noblest ideals and aspirations of this uniquely beautiful nation of ours. Author and writer 
David Brooks says the task before us now is “rebuilding the moral infrastructure of our 
country.” [1]  
 
People of faith, I believe, have a special responsibility here. And maybe a good way to 
begin would be to sing and live that little song written by Clarence Herbert Woolston that 
we learned in Sunday School. That simple little childhood Sunday School song actually 
contains the radical foundational message of Scripture: All human beings are created 
equal by the creator and furthermore given dignity and value and worth by the very 
image of the Creator each human being bears within. As we sing may God help you 
know your worth and the worth of every single human being that God has created.  
 

Jesus loves the little children, 
all the children of the world. 
Red, brown, yellow, 
Black and white, 
they are precious in His sight. 
Jesus loves the little children 
of the world. 

 
 
__________ 
Resources 
 
[1] Brooks, David. Op-ed letter in The New York Times, August 1, 2019. 
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Reflection Questions: 

 What kind of a Jesus do you want in your life? 
 Where do you want this Jesus to take you in your living? 
 What will happen when this Jesus is active in your life? 


