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Sermon for Proper 15, Year C 8/18/19, Shepherd by the Sea, Gualala 
by the Rev. Betsey Monnot 
 
So, living here on the coast as you do, I expect you know how to interpret things like changes 
in the wind direction or the appearance of clouds in the west. When the wind is off the ocean, it 
usually means . . . cooling? warming? rain? If it’s from the south? 
 
Jesus is pretty much right on here, in that we generally learn to interpret what we see around 
us and make sense of it as an upcoming weather pattern. This may be less true these days, 
when we have a device in our pocket that will give us a weather forecast at the press of a 
button, but even so most of us have some kind of sense about what Jesus calls “how to 
interpret the appearance of earth and sky,” at least in the places where we spend a lot of time. 
 
But honestly, the rest of the gospel today is a little hard to take. Jesus is coming to bring fire to 
the earth. He has a baptism with which to be baptized, and he is under stress until it is 
completed. He is not bringing peace, but division—families divided against each other. And 
also, even though the crowd he is talking to can interpret the weather, he calls them hypocrites 
because they “do not know how to interpret the present time.” 
 
It is hard to face angry Jesus, isn’t it! Our favorite Jesus is a peaceful, kind, loving Jesus—
maybe the Jesus who let the little children come to him, or the one who refused to condemn 
the woman taken in adultery, or the one who fed all those people from five loaves and two fish. 
Or even the little baby in the manger, the eternal and uncreated awesomeness of God come to 
dwell with us as one of us. Angry Jesus is a little scary, especially when he seems to be angry 
at us. 
 
It makes me think about how analogous Jesus’ situation was to our situation today. There are 
so many differences between the culture that we live in, the United States in 2019, and the 
culture that Jesus lived in, Palestine two thousand years ago. But there may be some 
interesting similarities.  
 
So Jesus lived in Palestine under Roman occupation. It was the Pax Romana, basically there 
was peace among the countries occupied by the Romans, as long as the countries obeyed the 
requirements that the Romans set out. The Romans were in charge and they got to make up all 
the rules, and if you weren’t a Roman citizen, and if you didn’t think that the rules were fair, 
then too bad. The laws and the enforcement of those laws was on the side of the Romans. 
Eventually that is what led to Jesus’ execution: he kept on insisting that the laws of the 
Romans were not always congruent with what God would want, and eventually the Romans 
got sick of it and killed him.   
 
In the United States today, we live in what we call a democratic society. We vote for our 
governmental leaders, and we have as one of the founding stated values of our country that 
“all men are created equal,” and we even understand that includes women as well. 
 
And yet, our society works very well for people who look like me, and have the kind of 
background that I have. I am white, cisgender, middle aged, middle class, educated, 
heterosexual, and able bodied. I am the descendent of people who came to these shores from 
Europe long enough ago that there wasn’t a United States to come to yet. I, and people like 
me, have a lot of advantages in our society.  



 

  Page 2 of 3 

 
You may have some or all of the advantages that I have, as well. Many of you are male, which 
is one advantage in our society that I do not share. And I expect that all of us hold the stated 
value of our country, that all are created equal. In fact, I think in this gathering we can go 
further and make a guess that we all believe that each and every human being is a beloved 
child of God. God loves each and every person ever created more than we can even imagine, 
and God loves each and every one of us in the same way.  
 
And I wonder if that love, the love that God has for each and every person ever created, is what 
might make Jesus angry if he were to look at our society today. Jesus might look at the United 
States in 2019 and ask us why we, as a society, aren’t treating everyone equally. Why does our 
society seem to give some folks—people who look like me, for example—advantages that 
other folks don’t have? 
 
Now if that is true, if it’s true that Jesus would look at us and ask, as he asked the crowd in 
today’s gospel, “why do you not know how to interpret the present time?” then maybe we 
need to do some careful consideration. Perhaps American society in 2019 is more like the Pax 
Romana that Jesus lived with than we might wish to think.  
 
In fact, it seems to me that American society of the past few years has become far less 
peaceful, both as a whole and within families. I can testify that within my and my husband’s 
extended family, the past few years have seen more conflicts brought about by differences of 
opinion on issues that I think would be important to Jesus, such as how, or whether, we love 
our neighbor as ourselves, or how, or whether, we treat every human being with dignity and 
respect. Perhaps you have experienced something similar in discussions within your own 
family. Perhaps this is what Jesus was talking about when he said that he didn’t come to bring 
peace but rather division.  
 
Perhaps it’s not that Jesus didn’t want to bring peace, but perhaps he understood that the kind 
of peace he wanted to bring, the peace of God that passes all understanding, was not the 
same as the Pax Romana, or today’s Pax Americana. Perhaps he was stating a fact more than 
a desire: that to get to the peace of God where all are seen, known, and loved for who they are, 
the false peace of some being more powerful than others, whether Roman Citizens or people 
who look like me, would have to be demolished.  
 
This is hard. Many of us come to our lives of faith looking for comfort, for reassurance, for 
support, not to be told that God wants something so different for the world that we will have to 
be moved out of our comfort zones and into a new way of being that is frightening.  
 
But sometimes that is the way God works.  
 
After all, it is in the reading from Jeremiah that we heard this morning that God said “Is not my 
word like fire . . . like a hammer that breaks a rock in pieces?” If God’s word is like fire or like a 
hammer, if Jesus would be angry with the society that we live in, then those of us who are 
followers of God and disciples of Jesus have some work to do. 
 
This is especially hard for folks like me, and perhaps like some of you, who enjoy a lot of 
privileges in our society. We see from our own point of view, and we know that we have 
worked hard during our lifetime for many of the benefits that we enjoy. And we have 
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compassion for those who have fewer opportunities than we do, and for those whose hard 
work does not result in the same kind of privilege that we have. 
 
So what can we do?  
 
I think that there are two things: an approach, and a task.  
 
The approach is for people like me, and perhaps like some of you, to remember that we don’t 
actually know everything. Now, that is hard, especially for some of us who are highly educated 
and have become experts in various fields. But the fact is, no matter how much expertise we 
have, we don’t actually know everything. We need to adopt a humble stance in terms of 
gaining knowledge about things we don’t actually know about. 
 
And second, the task. The task for people like me, and perhaps like some of you, is to listen. 
To listen to the stories and experiences of those who are different from us. To listen even when 
it is painful to hear, even at times if we feel uncomfortable about being part of a group that has 
caused someone pain. To listen to understand, not to respond, and to accept the gift of the 
speaker (or the writer, or the artist, because listening can take many forms), to accept the gift 
without falling into the temptation to defend ourselves, or families, our backgrounds, or our 
way of life. This is hard. I believe that this is part of the fire that Jesus came to kindle, part of 
the word of God that is like a hammer that breaks rocks in pieces.  
 
And we can do hard things. We are called to do hard things as followers of Jesus, and we 
know that the Christian life means taking up our crosses and following Jesus on the path that 
leads through death to resurrection. We are not the first of Jesus’ disciples who are called to 
do hard things, and we will not be the last.  
 
As the author of the letter fo the Hebrews said: “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so 
great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, 
and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer 
and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the 
cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.” 
 
Let us resolve today that we will follow Jesus, through the fire that he came to kindle, through 
the division within families and among friends, and into the promised kingdom of God. 


