
TEXT: Luke 12:49-56                  August 18, 2019 

DIVIDED WE FALL 

It was a warm June day in 1858.  The nation had been embroiled in controversy over the 

expansion of slavery into newly settled states in the west, and one compromise after another 

had been proposed and then accepted.  Some territory would be open to slavery, other parts 

of the new land would not.  The Missouri Compromise, the Compromise of 1850, and most 

recently the Nebraska-Kansas Act of 1854.  A compromise measure which resulted, among 

other things, in violent struggles in Kansa between those who wanted slavery and those who 

did not.  So violent that people began to speak of “Bloody Kansas.”  And one of those who 

had been involved in many of the compromise solutions was the Democratic Senator from 

Illinois, Stephen Douglas. 

Five years later, on that June day in 1858, the Republican nominee chosen to run against 

Douglas, a one-term congressman from Springfield, Illinois, rose to speak at the Illinois 

Republican State Convention.  He was tall and thin, and known for his wit, but also for his 

sometimes somber view of life.  He was self-educated, and well-versed not only in the law, 

but also in Shakespeare and the Bible.  And both were often alluded to in his speeches. 

No doubt he cleared his throat, his prominent Adam’s apple slid up and down his throat, and 

then he began:  “Mr. President,” he said, referring to the convention’s presiding officer, “and 

Gentlemen of the Convention, if we could first know where we are, and whither we are 

tending, we could better judge what to do, and how to do it.” 

And then Abraham Lincoln launched into one of his most famous speeches, the so-called 

“House Divided Speech.”  Referencing the divisions that were tearing at the very national 

fabric, between those who wanted slavery to continue and those who did not, he noted how 

the Kansas Nebraska Act had created even more agitation, even more division, even more 

violence.  “Under the operation of that policy,” he said, “that agitation had not only not 

ceased, but has constantly [grown}.”  And then he spoke the words which recognized the 

reality that the final throes of the debate might indeed lead up to a civil war--even as they 

already had in Kansas.  “In my opinion, it will not cease, until a crisis shall have been reached 

and passed.”  And then, quoting from scripture, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.  

I believe,” he said, “this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free.”   

Abraham Lincoln, did not actually create the Civil War--though as president he would later 

declare the war.  He was simply recognizing the reality that presented itself in mid-

nineteenth century America.  The nation was already divided, arguably, had been since 

before the Revolutionary War.  The nation was already rife with divisions that were even 

enshrined in the Constitution itself.  That such divisions would ultimately lead to a crisis, 



ultimately lead to violence, seemed more than obvious to the lawyer from Springfield, even if 

others were in a constant state of denial believing that such divisions could endure. 

Our lesson from Luke is not the source for the house divided quote, it actually comes a bit 

earlier in Luke.  But in our passage, Jesus is most certainly speaking of similar divisions, and 

appears to even say he is the cause of them.  “Do you think that I have come to bring peace 

on earth?” he asks rhetorically.  “No, I tell you, but rather division.”  (12:51) And then he goes 

on to recite a heartbreaking list of familial divisions: “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.”  (12:53) 

How can this be?  Is not Jesus spoken of as the Prince of Peace?   

He is--of course.  And he does bring a certain kind of peace--but not a peace based on the 

social order of his day--nor for that matter, the social order of our day.  When he says that he 

brings division, he does not mean that he actually causes such divisions.  They already exist!  

His presence, his truth, his preaching, his actions, simply point those things out. As one 

scholar writes, “Jesus’ emphatic words of division . . . need to be understood in relationship 

to the core social realities of the first-century.”  (Richard Carlson, Feasting on the Word, C:3, 

361)  In that first-century world, those core social realities included very unequal distributions 

of power and wealth, not only those most obvious, like in the relationship of slaves and 

masters, but also within families.  Fathers dominated the household. Wives and mothers had 

few rights, few privileges.  Sons were considered vital, daughters, less so. And first-born sons, 

had a great advantage over all their siblings.  And that’s just the power imbalance within 

familes.  Such inequities marked the entire societal structure.  So it is that Jesus observes that 

the justice, equality, and reconciliation that he calls for will indeed not only turn the wider 

world of class structures upside down, it will also turn families on their heads.  And those 

who have the power, the wealth, the status, will resist such changes.  The divisions are 

already there, but they will become more pointed, more obvious when seen in the light of 

the kind of world being proclaimed by Jesus. 

Here’s how New Testament scholar Richard Carlson sums it up: “The . . . peace that Jesus 

inaugurates and bestows involves the establishment of proper relationships of mercy, justice 

and peace between God and humanity.  Not everyone, however, wants or welcomes the 

divine peace plan.  Hence the initiation of Jesus’ peace agenda also triggers contentious 

disunity and fissures among all facets of society, right down to the societal core of the 

household.” (Ibid, 361-2) 

This, of course, is what happened in the Civil War.  Brothers, literally, fought against brothers 

in many of the battles of that war.  The crisis Lincoln predicted did happen--and the house 



divided did begin to collapse.  Almost destroying the nation.  And we still bear the scars of 

that division to this very day.  No question!  There were those who had much to lose if slavery 

was abolished, and so they resisted the call to set the peculiar institution, as it was called, 

aside, and work for a day of freedom and justice for all folks regardless of race.   

Some, or even all of this sermon, might seem rather academic and archaic, all about times 

long since passed.  But, deep down, we all know it is not just a matter of history--ancient or 

American.  Deep down we all know this is a time when our divisions are ever more obvious. 

Right here, right now.  I am not the first to suggest that as in the days of Lincoln, our divisions 

could ultimately lead to a collapse of our national house.   

When I got to this point in writing this sermon, and I got stuck.  I wrote an ending that just 

didn’t feel right.  I spoke in the original ending about making sure we understood our own 

core values, and being willing to stick with them, while being willing to compromise on other 

aspects of life. Martin Luther spoke about things that are essentia, essential, and things that 

are adiophora, those things, ideas, ways of living, that are optional.  We can compromise on 

the adiaphora, but we must hold on to the essentia, the essentials.   In that original ending I 

even suggested using our church mission statement as a tool for determining that which is 

essential.  And that too is a good idea.  But still, it felt like I was missing the point of the text, 

the point of this so-called hard saying of Jesus.  And I guess I was.  Because what I was 

conveniently leaving out was the fact that Jesus got crucified.  When he spoke out against the 

established way of life in the first century, when he said it was unfair, unjust, unloving, when 

he said the inequitable distribution of power and wealth would eventually lead to the 

collapse of that society, those who were privileged strung him up and left him to die.  

So, there’s a real hopeful note for you.  Hold onto your core values, be willing to speak out 

and speak up when you see inequities in society.  Champion the poor, the marginalized, the 

destitute.  Yes, it may cost you your life, but that’s what it may take.  Just what you want to 

hear, isn’t it?  And just what I want to tell you right before leaving on a six-week time of 

vacation and rest!   

But let’s not forget the Jesus story doesn’t end with crucifixion.  It ends with resurrection.  

Yes, the powers of Rome seem to have had the upper hand on Friday, but on Sunday, the way 

of healing, justice, love and peace had the final word.  And even the division between life and 

death was healed.  Life and love won, on that Sunday.  

Divisions exist in our nation and in our world.  That’s more than obvious.  And it can be 

exhausting.  I heard recently about someone who has decided they will not follow current 

events.  No newspapers.  No television newscasts.  No internet news services.  And I suppose 

that is one way to approach it. But I don’t think it’s realistic.  I think we need to acknowledge 



the divisions, and then work for a world where there is indeed justice, healing and joy.  To do 

so may seem costly in the short run.  Might it mean more divisions along the way to that 

world where there is true and lasting peace?  More than likely.  But that should not deter us.  

For the promise offered up by Jesus is clear:  the day will come when peace does reign on 

earth.  True peace.  Lasting peace. God’s peace. 

Amen 

John H. Danner   

 

 

 


