
PROMISES AND WARNINGS 
 

Luke 12:39-45 
 

 Many returned to school this past week and a number more will begin this 

week.  Not every student and teacher was able to enter buildings from past 

semesters and renew friendships that might have lain dormant for the summer.  

This was particularly true in Paradise, that community next to Chico in midstate.  

After the fire that devastated the town, families have moved away and returned.  

The population of the school is less then it has been and two of the system’s 

elementary schools continue to operate in a warehouse.  There is an allegiance to 

the school and to the community and there are those who are eager to return to the 

“ridge” and rebuild.  For Paradise is their home.  

 Last November, a fire barreled through the town once known as “Poverty 

Ridge” for the type of homes---both standard and mobile---that served families 

who had lesser resources than those of the nearby university town.  Scores were 

killed and thousands of homes were destroyed.  Journalist Mark Arax writes: 

“Decades of greed, neglect, corruption, and bad politics led to last year’s Paradise 

fire, the worst in California history.  It should never have happened.  It will happen 

again.”   [Arax, Mark, “Gone”, LA Times , The California Sunday Magazine, 

undated, p. 2]  As is the case in order instances, home building has not always 

recognized the power and need of nature.  With greater intrusion of urban 

populations into wildfire terrains, fire has become both a regrettable promise and 

sure warning.  

 Jesus employs the image of fire even as John the Baptizer introduced Jesus 

with the good news that the baptism of the Messiah would be by the Holy Spirit 

and fire.  In today’s passage from Luke, Jesus declares that fire will be a 

fulfillment of this baptism.  Perhaps in the mind of Luke, there was a near memory 

of the great fire that came upon Jerusalem with its many results, one of which was 

the formation of the movement of those who were determined to follow Jesus.  In 

the tradition of this Messiah, fire was used both to purify and to destroy, 

occasionally the two ideas coming together in the form of renewal.  As the 

sacrifice was consumed by fire, it was purified sufficiently to be appropriate to be a 

gift to the holy.  

 The lesson continues as it incorporates the truth that such fire causes 

division as some cling to the past while others embrace the future.  Some will want 

to rebuild in the same manner while others will readily include 
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new, possibly better ideas in their creation.  Division often express the dynamic 

quality of history, perhaps  as it, as some have said, “bends toward justice”.   

 And then, Jesus encourages the hearers to remember that they can recognize 

the signs of this fire even as they are able to determine the weather by the direction 

of the winds.  Breezes from the west will bring cooling and possibly rain while 

those from the east will offer dry heat that may threaten all life.  This is not unlike 

our own climate where the Santana winds are far different from those that bring 

forth cloud cover off the ocean.  If we are able to have such knowledge even in this 

place, we will be able to note God’s fire being kindled, especially in the life of 

Jesus. 

 Kindled fire can bring forth the promise of new growth.  Part of the source 

of the Paradise disaster came about because surrounding forests were not culled of 

fallen branches, an activity that in former years would be carried out by Native 

Americans seeking wood for cooking and heating or lightning strikes which would 

cause small fires that succeeded in refreshing the soil and creating space for seeds 

to germinate.  It is the case that the fire brought forth by the Holy Spirit seeks to 

not only refresh but prepare.  This is the promise of baptism in the name of Jesus, 

the one who comes to baptize not only with water and word but also with spirit and 

fire.   

 Much of this baptism is expressed in change, the sort of change that arises 

out of fire, be it small and contained or large and uncontrolled.  It is this change 

that, again, will bring forth division, it is the change that we can expect in a 

dynamic world of God’s continuing creation.   

 How can we best respond to such promise, such warning?  The country of 

Ireland whose population is less than half of that of The United Methodist Church 

recently undertook a new way of proposing changes.  A significant number of 

people were chosen, with a good attempt to represent every discernible group 

within the nation.  These women and men came together to consider issues, to 

listen to both presentation and conversation, and to take time to carefully craft 

responses that were communicated to the population at large.  Subsequent elections 

were held regarding issues considered, issues that in the past have severely divided 

the country and in every case the results reflected the conclusions of this assembled 

body.  This may sound to be reminiscent of “town hall” meetings in the early years 

of the US but the number of citizens has grown too large to expect similar results.   

 The key, as one might expect, is to be able to enthusiastically hear from and 

respectfully listen to a wide variety of voices and to spend time developing the best 

response.  Perhaps our upcoming General Conference would do well in adopting 

such a pattern of decision-making.  And it may be a way for 
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each local congregation to make its way forward through the questions that have 

arisen out of the most recent meeting of the General Conference. 

 Not long after the fire in Paradise, an island in the river that flows through 

Paris was the sight of another blaze.  The source of the fire has not yet been 

determined but the Cathedral of Notre Dame has been severely wounded.  A 

French political analyst reflected: “’It was a moment people truly shared, that said 

something important about what it meant to be Frech.  It was not a terrorist attack.  

It was not a natural disaster.  It was a sidden violent destruction of something 

people hold very dear.”’ [Walt, Vivienne, “Rising from the ashes”, Time, August 5, 

2019, p. 34]  As we saw, the country and perhaps the world was united in its grief 

over the injury to this icon of history and religion.  As we might suspect, divisions 

have arisen as well as people begin to discuss the restoration of the cathedral…and 

who will underwrite its costs.  The promise from some is that resurrection of the 

cathedral will occur, the warning from others is that it may require much. 

Fire rarely heals fractures that are present; it more illuminates the separations that 

may have been covered over out of fear or neglect.  The gospel promises us that 

the fire of Christ will come, we have been warned.  

 The theme of this immediately past annual conference was “I see a new 

church”.  The bishop has asked that we continue to hold this these before us as a 

local congregation and that we seek a vision of a new church that will exist in this 

place, in this community.  Our superintendent will prompt a discussion about our 

response to this call for a “new church”.  We can be grateful that long before either 

the General or the Annual Conference occurred, a small group began to consider 

what a five-year plan might include.   The Church Council has received the report 

of this committee and it is now the turn of the congregation to perceive how a 

vision of a new church will be fulfilled through the implementation of the plan’s 

conclusions.  In the next edition of our newsletter, The Outlook, the work of the 

committee will be circulated to all.  But this work is only the first step in the 

journey to see a new church in this place and time.   

 There will be change, more than we are already observing as we look 

around.  Will we sense the fire of the Holy Spirit in our discussion, in our 

decisions?  If so, we will be responding to the ongoing presence of the living, 

loving Christ who is with us until the end of the age.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.              
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