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Texts: Isaiah 5:1-7 • Psalm 80:1-2, 8-19 • Hebrews 11:29-12:2 • Luke 12:49-56

Isaiah 5:1-7
Let me sing for my beloved my love-song concerning his vineyard: My be-

loved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill. He dug it and cleared it of stones, and 
planted it with choice vines; he built a watchtower in the midst of it, and hewed 
out a wine vat in it; he expected it to yield grapes, but it yielded wild grapes. And 
now, inhabitants of Jerusalem and people of Judah, judge between me and my 
vineyard. 

What more was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done in it? 
When I expected it to yield grapes, why did it yield wild grapes? 
And now I will tell you what I will do to my vineyard. I will remove its hedge, 

and it shall be devoured; I will break down its wall, and it shall be trampled down. 
I will make it a waste; it shall not be pruned or hoed, and it shall be overgrown 
with briers and thorns; I will also command the clouds that they rain no rain upon 
it. For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and the people of Ju-
dah are his pleasant planting; he expected justice, but saw bloodshed; righteous-
ness, but heard a cry!

Psalm 80
Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock! You who 

are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine forth
before Ephraim and Benjamin and Manasseh. Stir up your might, and come 

to save us!
You brought a vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and planted it.
You cleared the ground for it; it took deep root and filled the land.
The mountains were covered with its shade, the mighty cedars with its 

branches;
it sent out its branches to the sea, and its shoots to the River.
Why then have you broken down its walls, so that all who pass along the 

way pluck its fruit?
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The boar from the forest ravages it, and all that move in the field feed on it.
Turn again, O God of hosts; look down from heaven, and see; have regard 

for this vine,
the stock that your right hand planted.
They have burned it with fire, they have cut it down; may they perish at the 

rebuke of your countenance.
But let your hand be upon the one at your right hand, the one whom you 

made strong for yourself.
Then we will never turn back from you; give us life, and we will call on your 

name.
Restore us, O Lord God of hosts; let your face shine, that we may be saved.

Hebrews 11:29-12:2
By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as if it were dry land, but 

when the Egyptians attempted to do so they were drowned. By faith the walls of 
Jericho fell after they had been encircled for seven days. By faith Rahab the pros-
titute did not perish with those who were disobedient, because she had received 
the spies in peace.

And what more should I say? 
For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David 

and Samuel and the prophets — who through faith conquered kingdoms, admin-
istered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, quenched raging fire, 
escaped the edge of the sword, won strength out of weakness, became mighty in 
war, put foreign armies to flight. Women received their dead by resurrection. Oth-
ers were tortured, refusing to accept release, in order to obtain a better resurrec-
tion. Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 
They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were killed by the sword; 
they went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, persecuted, tormented 
— of whom the world was not worthy. They wandered in deserts and mountains, 
and in caves and holes in the ground. 
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Yet all these, though they were commended for their faith, did not receive 
what was promised, since God had provided something better so that they would 
not, apart from us, be made perfect.

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 per-
fecter 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.

Luke 12:49-56
“I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! 

I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is 
completed! 

“Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? 
“No, I tell you, but rather division! 
“From now on five in one household will be divided, three against two and 

two against three; they will be divided: father against son and son against father, 
mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against her 
daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.”

He also said to the crowds, “When you see a cloud rising in the west, you 
immediately say, ‘It is going to rain’; and so it happens. And when you see the 
south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat’; and it happens. You 
hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why 
do you not know how to interpret the present time?”



Disturbing for Peace • August 14, 2016 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 4

The sermon title today is “Disturbing for Peace.”
“Disturbing for Peace.”
After reading this Gospel it makes me wonder if Jesus was just having a bad 

day. 
Where is our Prince of Peace from Christmas time?
Gone at first glance is the Jesus of John 14 — “my peace I leave with 

you…” or the Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew — “blessed are the 
peacemakers….”

This doesn’t sound like the peace-loving nonviolent, family-values Jesus we 
have come to embrace.

The great African-American preacher Gardner Taylor once remarked, and 
I’m paraphrasing here, that the Gospel might be considered a diet and in that diet 
there is a good steak and dessert one loves to eat — those passages that give us com-
fort. But a diet doesn’t involve candy each time. There are those like today’s that are 
like eating our vegetables. We’ve got to have them in our diet; they are good for us 
but don’t always taste good.

The late Harry Emerson Fosdick, arguably one of the greatest preachers of 
our time, once said, “The world has two ways of getting rid of Jesus. The first is by 
crucifying him; the second is by worshiping him without following him.” 

I think there is a lot of truth in that. This passage unsettles us because it asks 
of us a form of commitment we don’t understand and/or are leery to embrace.

The words in our Gospel are hard to hear and harsh, but they are not really 
an exception in the Gospel. Upon his birth, Simeon is recorded in Luke’s Gospel 
prophesying that Jesus would be “a sign of contradiction.”

Jesus was rejected by his home town of Nazareth. His family tried to appre-
hend him as insane. His brothers didn’t believe in him. The people of Capernaum 
ran him out of town. A Samaritan village wouldn’t even let him enter their town. 
His detractors said he was demon-possessed and “raving mad.” 

The religious elite “opposed him fiercely.” Many of his disciples quit follow-
ing him. Rome executed him because people said that he told them not to pay their 
taxes.
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This harsh opposition to a divisive Jesus reverberates throughout the New 
Testament.

Peter describes Jesus as “the stone of stumbling and the rock of offense.”
Paul called him “a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”
Jesus’ words here remembered decades afterward were recorded after a fire 

broke out in Rome on June 18, AD 64, and destroyed about half the city. The psy-
chopathic emperor Nero deflected criticism by blaming the Christians. The context 
was one in which believers faced significant opposition for following the divisive 
Jesus.

As one scholar reminds us, imprisonment and government confiscation of 
property corroded community morale. Some people stopped meeting together. 
These beleaguered believers were tempted to “shrink back,” to deny the faith, and 
to “throw away” their confidence. The author thus encouraged them to “draw near” 
and to persevere in “full assurance of faith” and “unswerving hope.” In particular, he 
exhorted them to imitate the faith of the saints who had gone before them.

So then the early Christians of Luke’s community are at a moment when 
peace cannot be mistaken for inaction, passivity, or docility, so Jesus makes his 
point clear. Peace as fading away is not what I have come to bring. 

Instead, Jesus means to disturb the mind set of some, then and now, who 
would accept life as it is or let be — the evil in front of them.

It was William Wilberforce who introduced legislation in the British Parlia-
ment to end the slave trade. In 1779 when he first introduced the bill, he was shout-
ed down and laughed at. He was ridiculed and ostracized from polite society. But he 
continued, year after year from 1779 until 1807 when the tide of public opinion had 
in fact changed. And he continued after that to argue for the end of slavery itself —
not just the slave trade, but the end of slavery itself — which happened in the Brit-
ish Empire in 1833, just a few days before his death.

At one point in the midst of the struggle, when the cause seemed to be hope-
less, the great John Wesley, the Anglican priest, father of Methodism, elderly at this 
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time, sent a letter to William Wilberforce to encourage him. It is thought to be the 
last letter Wesley wrote. And this is what Wesley said:

“Unless God has raised you up for this very thing, you will be 
worn out by the opposition of men and devils. 

“But if God be for you, who can be against you? 
“Are all of them stronger than God? 
“Be not weary in well doing! Go on, go on in the name of God 

and in the power of his might, till even American slavery (the vilest 
that ever saw the sun) shall vanish before it.” 

Wesley’s words were a call to faith, for faith by its very nature is tough. Faith 
is not a guarantee; it’s not an insurance policy. It’s a disposition of courage, humility, 
and commitment.

Or as Paul Tillich in his book, The Courage to Be, taught: faith is a daring act 
of courage. 

The Catholic priest activist Daniel Berrigan died recently at the age of 97. He 
was known for being unafraid to disturb for the sake of peace, and he said this: 

“The making of peace is at least as costly as the making of war — at least as…
disruptive, at least as liable to bring disgrace and prison and death in its wake.”

In Berrigan’s compelling account of the influences and experiences underly-
ing his Christian activism, its conclusions were clear: “as witnesses to the resurrec-
tion, the friends of God must say no to death. No more cross-building. No more 
remaining passive spectators at the world’s crucifixions. 

“There are times so evil,” he wrote, “that the first and indeed the only genu-
inely prophetic function is to cast down the images of injustice and death that claim 
[the human being] as victim.”

For those of us who tend to play it safe too often in conforming our own 
choices to the Gospel, Berrigan’s life of witness poses hard questions about 
discipleship.
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People like Berrigan and Wilberforce challenge my outside, exterior life, 
make me want to be a person of action. And sometimes I feel shame about what I 
haven’t done. 

So just when we despair that we haven’t spent our lives enough in the work of 
Jesus I usually turn to my devotional guides to attend to the Spirit within that gives 
energy to the life outside.

One primary for me has been Henri Nouwen. 
He spoke in 1985 to a thousand peace activists and he said, “We all think that 

the real question is, ‘Am I making a difference? Will this change the world?’” 
Then he said we’re wrong. “The real question is the last question in the Gos-

pel of John: ‘Do you love me?’” 
To love is the radical question for us all — love of God, love for the world 

God created, love for neighbor near and far. That is the question and the answer. 
The consequences of this kind of love will cause there to be division and 

sometimes in families when one person is choosing to love radically in ways that 
another has betrayed or given up on. 

The signs of searching are all around us if we’ll read them. 
A world at war, a nation in a war of identity, it seems to me, a global church, 

United Methodism and otherwise in conflict over its identity, it seems to me. 
Families and persons are conflicted inside and out.
The signs of searching are all around us if we’ll see them for what they are. 
And the Gospel writer is right. We watch the weather all day long, but we do 

not always grapple with the soul’s deep questions and what we are searching for — 
manifested in all the ways we’re seeing. 

In a vivid and chilling metaphor from suburbia, Gary Haugen describes how 
the cul-de-sac was intended for safety but turned out to be more dangerous than its 
predecessor. Instead of protecting children from through-traffic, which was thought 
to be the danger, the cul-de-sac ended up being more dangerous since children are 
more often injured by cars backing up (cul-de-sac) than by forward-moving cars 
(through-streets). 



Haugen asserts that Western Christianity in large part moved into a relational 
cul-de-sac in order to protect itself from the dangers of the world. But the effect has 
been “lethal to the soul”; “spiritual atrophy, mediocrity, and boredom.” 

Jesus’ call is to a “better way,” a grand adventure that is challenging to the 
core, but healthier for the soul because it is aligned with the mission and heart of 
God:

Our choice to love in the way of Jesus will not first cause us to sing Kum Ba 
Yah — if we sing it right. 

Songs of love will at first be discordant with the prevailing mind set of fear 
and mistrust.

As our Gospel story begins, it is really a baptismal identity we are recover-
ing here as the people of God, and it will take persistence to live out of our beloved 
identity as children of God in a world gone mad with fear.

We must therefore be people of an alternative way — in the workplace, in the 
home, in our churches, in our nation and world. Disturbing for peace will be costly 
and will strike the world as strange. 

I came to know Gilda Guiterrez as soon as I arrived at Westbury United 
Methodist Church. Her husband was on hospice care, and I was called to their 
home. After he died, Gilda began to find her way in this next season of life and find 
purpose and value.

About the same time something was developing in our neighborhood. Some 
of you might remember this in the news. St. John’s Presbyterian Church next to us 
initiated a project on their property to build housing units for single mothers. They 
had all of the partners in place to do it well. Funding was there. 

Soon though the neighborhood around the church was in an uproar. The 
mythologies grew, and people began spreading falsehoods about the project, simply 
afraid of the unknowns. Signs opposing the project popped up in yards, and they 
even began picketing the church on Sundays. 

One Sunday our congregation left after worship and walked over to join them 
for lunch as a show of support. Gilda began her activism. She and another woman 
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would show up peacefully at the community meetings with flyers showing the facts 
of the project that would dispel myths. She even got herself elected to the civic asso-
ciation board so she could support the project. 

I don’t know if her children understood her activism at first, but they were 
wonderful witnesses of support along the way. 

I was able to be present for the ground breaking ceremony months later. As I 
looked out on the crowd, there was Gilda smiling, and I thought to myself, “she is a 
saint to me, a witness in the clouds, still with us.” (Hebrews 12). 

Gilda won’t publish a book or be likely seen in a news article or start a non-
profit, but she is one of those saints who encourages us to be a follower of Jesus, 
who “disturbs the peace,” who changes mind sets and ushers in justice in Jesus’ 
name. 

May our love for God and our communities disturb the fears around us and 
bring the true peace, filled with justice, for which Jesus came.

Thanks be to God. Amen.

Distrubing for Peace • August 14, 2016 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 9



Disturbing for Peace • August 14, 2016 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Notes



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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