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“Do you think I have come to establish peace on the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division.”  

Jesus’ message is not that of Neville Chamberlain in 1938: “Peace at any price.” 

One might be excused for murmuring that we have enough division upon the planet already, and don’t need any more. 
Jesus is warning us that unfortunately human beings divide themselves into those who willingly accept Divine Truth, and those who reject it. God would have us all united in truth and love, but we resist Him.
When the eastern-rite Catholic Church was legalised in the Soviet Union in 1989, during the closing months of communism, the villagers of Ukraine could vote whether they wished to remain members of the Russian Orthodox Church, or whether to revert to being Ukrainian Catholics. All Catholic parishes had been forcibly suppressed by the communists in 1946, and “amalgamated” with Moscow.

The denomination with the majority vote usually acquired the village church. The minority denomination often had to build a new chapel.
Fr Gregory Komar of Drohobych seminary tells me this story. In one village the inhabitants divided not only as regards the church buildings: the Catholic / Orthodox schism carried over into agriculture. Whereas previously, the villagers had all pastured their cows in the one herd, taking turns one day a month to tend the animals, now the herd was divided into “Catholic cows” and “Orthodox cows.” The two herds were pastured separately.

One woman told Fr Gregory that she became a Catholic because of her cow. She was Orthodox, but her cow just wouldn’t stay with the other Orthodox cows. It kept wandering over to join the Catholic cows. Whether her cow simply had ecumenical inclinations is not clear. In the end, the owner had to become a Catholic, so that her cow could be properly pastured with the cows it preferred to associate with. She had no regrets. “My cow was more intelligent than me!” she quipped.
It is a pity when communities divide over religion. Yet Jesus prophesied that this would happen. Many prefer an undemanding, state-sanctioned version of Christianity. There are fewer who are prepared to make the sacrificial leap into Christ’s worldwide Catholic Church, independent of any government or ethnicity.

Within Protestantism – for all its Bible-centredness and fervent evangelical music - one can pick and choose the brand name to which one affiliates and the doctrines which one prefers.  This is not supposed to be the case in Catholicism. The Church presents Divine Revelation as a seamless robe to be accepted in its integrity, palatable or not. The Faith is not a display of salads on a cafeteria counter to be selected by preference.
The teaching of Jesus will provoke division. We have the Lord’s own word for it. His circle of disciples cannot include those who openly reject His teaching. In St John’s Gospel ch. 6, Jesus promised to give His followers His own flesh to eat and His own blood to drink in the Eucharist. However, many of his followers complained: “This is intolerable language.” They walked off and abandoned him.

Jesus will divide the self-satisfied, from those who are perhaps wounded but eager and enthusiastic for His Kingdom. 

“Do you think I have come to establish peace on the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division.”  
A man’s enemies will be those of his own household. Membership in the Christian community will be based on personal faith, not on accident of birth. True religion will divide even family members. 
Does this dontradict the Benedictus prayer (Luke 1:79)? God comes into our world “to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” To enter that peace, we must change, for God who has existed from all eternity is not going to change.
Jesus does not come to create divisions between human beings deliberately. That is Satan’s horrible sport. Jesus comes rather to bring Truth – truth which unmasks the already existing differences. Only when these differences of good and evil are honestly faced and admitted, can the process of healing and uniting a fractured humanity begin.

“I have come to cast fire upon the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!” 

As forest fires ravage the parched mountainsides of Spain and Greece, we see the destructive power of the blazing flames. Christ’s fire comes as a judgement, krisis in Greek, upon the wicked of the earth, who reject Him and continue in their sins. 
The wiser alternative, if we desire heaven, is to accept the Pentecostal fire of the Holy Spirit - a purging and purifying grace, preparing a people fit for God. As St. Paul reminds us, we are surrounded by a crowd of witnesses, the saints, who chose to be different for Christ. Their prayers constantly strengthen and encourage us. 

In this Sunday’s first reading Jeremiah is a prototype of Christ. As a true prophet, he tells the people what is reality, what is happening and why. Jerusalem is under siege because the leaders did not rely on the power of God, but made pacts with other nations, who now are attacking them. As punishment for their disobedience to God, they will be defeated and go into exile.

When a prophet speaks, there is a simple choice: hear and obey, or refuse to listen and attack the prophet. Jeremiah painfully knows the divisions which God’s Truth exposes. His oracles demoralize the few soldiers left in the city. His compatriots throw him into a cistern, to sink into the mud.
Fortunately a foreigner, a Cushite, pleads with the king. They haul Jeremiah out before he dies. 

Jesus’ words about division are a corrective to today’s obsession with inclusivity. According to this, no one must be left out, whatever their lifestyle, whatever their opinions. Keeping every single person on board, whatever their disposition, becomes the priority. Surely this is a pseudo-unity at the expense of truth, a cheap papering over the cracks – unavoidable in a pluralistic society, but out of place in the Church. 

Total inclusivity is not New Testament Christianity but woolly and wishful thinking. We all make moral choices. Such choices determine whether or not we shall belong ultimately in God’s Kingdom. Whoever does not want God in his life here on earth, will not be forced to have Him in his life in eternity. 

Indeed, such persons may no longer be able to want God in their lives hereafter. So far as we know, the will is fixed at the point of death. “Where the tree falls, there shall it lie.”
The Scriptures and the Church’s Magisterium set clear criteria for what is compatible with God’s will, and what opposes it. Unlike Jesus, modern Christianity turns everything into a thousand shades of grey.
“I have come to cast fire upon the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!” 

The Catholic Church in these lands seems chary of enthusiasm and coy about religious emotion. I remember being lent a copy of Ronald Knox’s book “Enthusiasm” by one of the seminary staff – I think he was uneasy at my attending a charismatic prayer group at the Gregorian University each Sunday afternoon. Too enthusiastic, perhaps?

Yet the young need to see enthusiasm and commitment. They want to make the world a better place. As Paul Claudel noted, youth demands the heroic. Idealistic young people, raised without religion, easily accept Communism. 

The saying is well known: “Not to be a socialist at twenty is proof of want of heart; to be one at thirty is proof of want of head.”  [Georges Clemenceau] 
Growing older, we become less inclined to exuberant manifestations in the spiritual realm. We value more the security and stability of society. We become more grateful for what we already have, and loath to risk it. We settle in for the long haul. Virtues such as reliability, perseverance, grit, shrewdness, come to the fore. In a sense, they manifest enthusiasm, not concentrated in the emotion of a moment, but perduring through the years. 
We cannot live on an emotional high all the time - any attempt to do so is false. That is why we suspect the easy grins of saved Evangelicals, constantly telling us that Jesus loves us. We know He does, but it still doesn’t make life all a bed of roses!

Mgr Knox’s book inoculated generations of churchmen against any enthusiastic manifestation of faith.  He offered a penetrating analysis of enthusiastic groups like the Anabaptists, Quakers, Jansenists, and Quietists. He was critical of “ultrasupernaturalism,” as he called it, an attitude which expected extraordinary graces to somehow override nature on every occasion.
Yet on his final page he admits he is haunted by a line of the playwright Rostand:

L’inertie est le seul vice...... et la seule vertu est ...... – l’Enthousiasme!  (La Princesse lointaine)  “Inertia is the only vice – and the only virtue is…… enthusiasm!”
