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Sometimes Love Gests Messy 
A-7: Genesis 21:8-21; Matthew 10:24-39 

Robert Woody, 6/25/17 
 

Sermon-in-a-Sentence: If we are going to pursue love, we are going to have to change things, and change is 

not easy.  It will generate resistance; which makes love “messy,” but it is the Way we are called to go.   

 

Children’s Sermon: 

How many think Jesus came to be a “Peace-maker”?  Well, why did he say this to his disciples:  “Do not 

think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.”  Does that 

sound like a “peace-maker”?  What’s he talking about?   

Jesus is a peace-maker, but even more than that, Jesus is a Lover.  Jesus loves all of us and wants us to 

have abundant lives, full of love.  But love is not always easy. Sometimes it’s messy.  Really messy.  If you 

really love someone, you have to be willing to do whatever it takes, to make their lives richer and more 

abundant, even if that means fighting to bring about change for them, or even challenging them to make 

changes in their own lives.   

That’s like your parents, who love you very much.  But loving kids is not easy.  (to the crowd) Right?  And 

sometimes it gets really messy. (to the crowd) Right? Let’s say you do something wrong; something really 

stupid.  Get mad, start a fight.  What would it look like for your parents to love you?  Should they just ignore 

what you did wrong and continue to treat you very kindly?  Or should they recognize that part of their job as 

parents is to guide you in the right direction.  And if you do something wrong, they need to do whatever it 

takes to make you understand what you did was wrong and to encourage you to turn around, go a better 

direction.  So they will first probably tell you, you messed up.  And then they probably will punish you in some 

way, as a way of getting you to wake up and turn around.   Spanking, time out, take away your favorite games.  

Some kind of punishment.   

Does that feel like love when you get punished?  No, it doesn’t feel like love, but actually it is love.  They 

love you so much that they want to do whatever they can to guide you and point you in the right direction so 

you will have a good fruitful life.  But sometimes that gets messy and difficult. 

The same is true in our bigger world.  Sometimes people are doing things, maybe even unintentionally, 

that are hurting our neighbors; hurting the neighbors Jesus wants us to love.  What do we do?  We may have 

to wake them up, try to help them understand what they are doing is hurting others and also challenge them 

to change.  And when you try to get someone to change, normally you will face resistance. 

People don’t like to change.  So often you have to create a ruckus or a mess to make change happen, But 

you are creating the ruckus to try to love your neighbors.  That’s what Jesus did – he stirred up a lot of 

resistance.  And that’s what he taught his disciples.  You have to be willing to stand up for what is right.  To 

stand up for love.  And sometimes, in the process you will probably face resistance, just like Jesus did. 

So Love is always important.  But it’s not easy; and sometimes love is messy. 
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Adult Sermon:   

“Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth;  
I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.   
 
For I have come to set a man against his father,  
and a daughter against her mother,  

and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; 

and one’s foes will be members of one’s own household.”  (Matt. 10:34-37) 

 

This is not my favorite quote from Jesus.  If I had to pick the readings every Sunday, I’m pretty sure I 

wouldn’t pick this one.  It sounds so harsh; so anti-Jesus, anti-peace, anti-love.  Why would Jesus want us 

to carry a sword?  Why would Jesus come to set us against our father, mother, our whole household?   

 

Why?  Because real love, true love, is messy.  I think Jesus was telling his disciples that they had to be 

more loyal to him and to his Way, than anyone else, including their most intimate family members.  Why?  

Because Jesus is all about love – loving God, and loving our neighbors, more than anything else.  If we 

make loving our spouse, loving our children, loving our friends, or loving our lifestyle, more important 

than loving God, and loving Jesus, and loving the Jesus Way, we will probably end up serving something 

other than true love.  I don’t think Jesus is saying that our love of our spouse and kids and family is not 

critically important.  I think he’s saying, ultimately, the best way to truly love our spouse and kids and 

family is to stay focused on loving God, and loving our neighbors, even when it gets messy. 

 

True love, following the Jesus Way, requires sacrificing and sometimes suffering, on our part, and maybe 

others.  True love sometimes causes us to hurt or upset someone, who we do really care about.  But if we do 

follow the Way of love, ultimately, those we care about will more likely be blessed. 

 

Would you be more proud of your son or daughter if they chose to find a high paying job here in San Antonio, 

so they could hang out more often with you, always be around for holidays, etc.?   Or if they chose to take a 

job somewhere else, maybe far away, where they work hard to serve and care for people who are suffering?  

Which would be more of a blessing for you, in the long run? 

 

When I first told Julie that I felt called by God to leave my law practice, go to seminary, and become an 

Episcopal priest.  She was shocked and deeply upset.  I think she felt betrayed; like I was almost abandoning 

her and our family.  She basically said, “God is not calling you!  Put the phone down!” 

 

Of course, the context when I first told her was a bit awkward.  It was the very day we brought Sam home 

from the hospital after being born, 10 weeks premature and spending a month in the neonatal ICU.  We had 

just moved two months before, from New York to Austin.  At the time, we had two houses in New York which 

we couldn’t sell, because of the real estate market crash in 1991.  And we were maxed out on two credit 

cards, and deep in debt, and struggling to pay our bills on my new, pretty modest salary.  So Julie, who had 
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this pre-mie, Sam, and a 2 year old, Seth, and had never lived in Texas, and loved being a stay-at-home mom, 

with a lawyer husband, was supposed to get a job and pay the bills, so I could go to seminary?  

 

I didn’t mean to upset her, but I had been feeling this call for several weeks, and I just felt I had to let her 

know.  It was pretty clear, that the timing for such a dramatic change was probably a little off.   

 

So I put off making plans to go to seminary for 4 years.  And in the meantime, we sold the two houses in NY, 

bought a house in Austin, paid off all our debt, saved some money, and waited until the boys could go to pre-

K.  And then Julie said “OK, follow your call” and went back to work as a lawyer and gave up her life as a stay 

at home mom, and eventually gave up her dear Austin friends.  But we started a new life that eventually 

ended up bringing us here to Rec, which has been a huge blessing for all our family.   

 

If we listen to God and follow God’s way, sometimes it is going to create chaos with our family and in our lives.  

Sometimes it will require those we love to make painful changes.  And sometimes we are tempted to ignore or 

avoid our true mission and call, in order to avoid criticism, or resistance, or suffering from our families and 

others.   

 

That’s what I think Jesus is addressing.  He is not telling us to not love and care for our families.  He is telling us 

to put God’s love first, because even though it may be messy, and hard and painful, ultimately, you, and your 

family will probably be blessed.  I have been blessed, my boys have been blessed and Julie has been blessed.  

Julie has told me that despite the sacrifices she had to make and we had to make, she is glad I answered my 

call because our lives have been more meaningful, and full of adventure, and our journey, which led us to 

Reconciliation, has been a great gift.  Supporting me, giving up her previous life, has given Julie strength and 

courage to answer her own call. 

 

Fear of disrupting our status quo, of disrupting our family situation, of disrupting our norms at church, is, and 

always will be, a great challenge.  But if we are going to reach out and love those who are most needy, 

sometimes, we will have to be willing to fight for change, so that they can have a better life.  That’s scary. 

 

I think the sword Jesus refers to is actually the “sword of love.”  Sometimes love requires us to “fight” for 

change.  And change is never easy.  Change almost always brings resistance and upsets those stuck in the 

current norms.  That’s why so often we let fear keep us from bringing about change, in our life and in the lives 

of others.   

 

As you’ve heard me say many times, “Fear not,” in various forms, is the most frequent expression in Scripture.  

And often it is spoken by prophets and by Jesus, when we fear the consequences of necessary change.  Jesus 

says it twice in our Gospel reading.  In verse 26, Jesus says, “So have no fear of them,” referring to those who 

have been opposing and resisting Jesus, calling him “Beelzebul,” the devil, and who will probably resist his 
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disciples as he sends them out.  And then again in verse 28, “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot 

kill the soul.”   

 

I think that’s what Jesus is really talking about in the passage I read at the beginning of my sermon.  We have 

to make love, not fear our primary motivation.  We can’t let fear of upsetting our family or friends or causing 

them pain, prevent us from following the Way of love, from following God’s call for our life journeys.  We can’t 

let fear of disruption or fear that “peace” will fall apart, prevent us from bringing about the change that is 

necessary, if we are to follow the way of love.   

 

If we do let love control our lives, we will frequently be put in situations where we have to bring about difficult 

change, for the benefit of the person or persons we are trying to love.  And bringing about change will cause 

disruption and chaos, maybe in our own family, or our church family.   

 

Ultimately, love will bring peace and harmony, but we have to realize the process, the journey of love, 

according to Jesus, is often messy.   


