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A Homily by             “Pyromaniacs for God”
The Rev’d Jo Popham          Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost

Sunday, August 15, 2010
Isaiah 5:1-7

Luke 12:49-56

It was 12 years ago when I first embraced my call to Holy Orders, to the priesthood.

As a test of my call I did a summer of fulltime CPE training – Clinical Pastoral

Education – chaplain training in a local hospital. A dear friend from my church who for

most of her life had run from her calling to serve God as her vocation signed up for CPE

with me. I am most thankful to her for if she had not signed up for that 400 hours of CPE,

the class would not have made, and perhaps I would not be where I am today. During the

summer we shared our stories, and she told me a story of her confirmation: after she was

confirmed, the Bishop told her class of confirmants to be pyromaniacs for God. And she

indeed has been the fire of the Holy Spirit in many people’s lives. So it is fire that I want

to talk about this morning – that fire of the Holy Spirit – the fire that has been kindled in

all of our hearts.

In a relatively peaceful mountain province of Afghanistan last week a group of

medical missionaries were attacked. These missionaries had been providing eye care to

the Afghans through the International Assistance Mission that has operated in

Afghanistan since 1966 – the International Assistance Mission (“IAM” great acronym I

am). The Taliban has claimed responsibility for the killings because they were teaching

Christianity to Afghans, yet the IAM is a non-profit Christian organization that does not

proselytize. The missionaries were two Americans, and six from Europe, and two

Afghans; they were doctors and nurses, themselves from different races, different

cultures, different genders, different classes, different denominations united by those they

had come to serve. Their bullet-ridden bodies were discovered a week ago Friday. Dr.

Karen Woo, an eye surgeon, had written that while she realized the expedition would

“require a lot of physical and mental resolve and [would] not be without risk…[but] the

effort [would be] worth it in order to assist those who need it most.” My friends, this was
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a true baptism of fire. May their souls rest in peace. And may light perpetual shine upon

them. My prayer if that they did not have time to contemplate their fate. I would hate to

think that they would have thought that their ministry could so easily be cut down like the

choice vines of the vineyard that yielded wild grapes (in the reading from the prophet

Isaiah).

In Luke Jesus said: “I came to cast fire upon the earth; and would that it were already

kindled!” (Luke 12:49). From the Gospel of Thomas – the 10th of the secret sayings

which the living Jesus spoke and which Didymos Judas Thomas wrote down – Jesus said,

“I have cast fire upon the world, and see, I am guarding it until it blazes.” In the 82nd

saying of this non-canonical Gospel of Thomas, “Jesus said, ‘He who is near Me is near

the fire, and he who is far from Me is far from the Kingdom.’” Surely the ten slain

missionaries – baptized Christians – were very near to Jesus.

You recall John the Baptist’s claim earlier that Jesus would baptize with the Holy

Spirit and fire – the purifying fire of the Holy Spirit! John, who went about teaching

repentance – teaching the purifying fire of God’s judgment – that John could not have

imagined the fire of the Holy Spirit that came down at Pentecost, an experience that we

might describe as spirit or fire or wind. Like the ten missionaries who were shot, John’s

life and his work with Jesus was cut short. John preached only one side of the fire of

purification and the wind of winnowing: the repentant would be saved, the unrepentant

would be consumed by the fire or blown away by the wind. But, thanks be to God, we

have the fulfillment of knowing God is always with us through the Holy Spirit that we

received at Pentecost just as Christ promised. I trust that we all can experience the fire of

the Holy Spirit – a fire so powerful that the dividing walls between races, and classes, and

denominations will just burn away (Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Chrisitanity, p. 228).

Last weekend my husband and I took a long drive in southern Alberta. It seemed that

there was a haze over the prairie. We thought it might be a fire but there was no smell of

smoke. Then we saw the harvesters, cutting the wheat, and realized it must be dust or

chaff in the air. I thought of Luke’s Gospel for today. Before we had harvesting tractors,
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the grain at harvest time would be gathered into the threshing floor, where the farmer

would pitch the grain into the air with a winnowing hook. The wind would blow away the

lighter chaff, but the grain would fall back to the floor where it could be gathered into the

granary. And the chaff would be burned. The chaff in the air also made me think of my

most favorite poems. It has been a favorite as far back as I can remember, at least as far

back as I could read, goes like this:

Oh, the comfort,
the inexpressible comfort of feeling safe with a person,
having neither to weigh thoughts nor measure words,
but pouring them all out,
just as they are,
chaff and grain together,
certain that a faithful hand will take and sift them,
keep what is worth keeping,
and with a breath of kindness
blow the rest away.”

Just recently, I found out that this sweet poem was not written by some unknown author,

but by Mary Anne Evans (1819 – 1880). She used the pen name George Eliot to ensure

that her work would be taken seriously. I think that Mary Ann Evans’s poem speaks of

how we might live into our relationship with one another, particularly with those we are

closest to in our lives.

So often the kingdom of God – having God fully present with us – is characterized by

reconciliation and peace, but the Kingdom is divisive as well because it requires a

conscious decision to follow Christ Jesus, and it requires a commitment to him. Jesus

said, “[People] think, perhaps, that it is peace which I have come to cast upon the world.

They do not know that it is dissension which I have come to cast upon the earth: fire,

sword, and war.” This 16th saying of the Book of Thomas parallels’s Luke’s words: “Do

you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division…”

(12:51). Jesus’s warnings of division have a great impact on how we live out our

commitment to him. He warned that if we commit to him all our relationships with family

and friends cannot help but be affected – fathers and sons, mothers and daughters,
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mothers and daughters-in-law. Our commitment to Christ Jesus will affect our way of

life. Our old patterns of life will have to change, even our closest relationships will

change – because our commitment to Christ will reorder our values and priorities, our

goals and the way we live into our callings. Karen Woo and the other slain missionaries

in Afghanistan were committed to serve others in Christ’s name; they burned with the fire

of the Holy Spirit. And their commitment surely has affected their families and friends.

They left their loved ones – the very ones who knew how to sort the chaff and grain in

their lives– and they left them knowing that they might be at risk, but knowing too that

the risk was worth it because they would be serving the needy in Christ’s name. Let us go

forth and do likewise! Let us be on fire with the Holy Spirit! Let us be pyromaniacs for

God!


