
20th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Hebrews 12:1-4 

Gospel of St. Luke 12:49-53 

How strange to hear Jesus proclaim he has come “not for peace but for division.” After all, isn’t he the 

one called the Prince of Peace at Christmas Night Mass? And in a few minutes following the Eucharistic Prayer 

we will be reminded, “Lord Jesus Christ who said to your Apostles: “Peace I leave you, my peace I give you.” So 

what is disconnected and why the discrepancy? In St. John’s Gospel, Jesus differentiates between the “peace” 

the world gives and the “peace” he gives. But how will we know the difference? How will we discern that and 

what characteristics should we be looking for? 

In the 1960’s, the Civil Rights movement in the Deep South had a profound impact on my life. During 

the nightly news shows, we all witnessed news reports of hundreds of mostly African-American people 

marching joyfully and non-violently until confronted by local and state police. We then watched as these 

peaceful demonstrators were brutally attacked with clubs, police dogs, tear gas and high powered fire hoses.  

Yet, for all the brutality they endured, they remained peaceful and non-violent. At the end of their 

march, those not sent to hospitals or local jails returned to area churches to praise God joyfully and gratefully 

for their ability to give witness. These marchers and other advocates were motivated and energized by their 

Christian faith.  

Their spiritual nourishment came from Scriptures, especially The New Testament and the prophets of 

The Old Testament. One of their spiritual songs sung during the marches contained the words, “Keep your 

eyes on the prize and hold on.” These words more than likely came from the second reading for this weekend 

from The Letter to the Hebrews advising us to “keep our eyes fixed on Jesus…for the sake of the joy that lay 

before him, he endured the cross....” 

For many in my generation, these civil rights marchers were part of the cloud of witnesses The Letter 

to the Hebrews speaks of.  They witnessed to the issues of racism robbing them of protection under their 

state laws. They witnessed the price they were willing to pay to finally obtain these rights. They also witnessed 

the power to change attitudes and laws that violated human dignity.  

Many of these marchers were continually arrested, filling the local jails. Often the criminal charge 

against them was “disturbing the peace.” But they didn’t disturb the peace. The peace was already disturbed. 

The peace was disturbed when their ancestors were kidnapped in Africa and brought here to be sold as slaves.  

The peace was disturbed when promises of freedom and equality under law following the Civil War 

never materialized. The peace was disturbed when the Ku Klux Klan burned their schools and churches and 

killed anyone daring to promote equality under law.  

The peace was disturbed when states passed so-called “Jim Crow Laws” that segregated schools, lunch 

counters, drinking fountains, churches, workplaces and denied voting rights. The Civil Rights marchers didn’t 

disturb the peace. The peace was already disturbed and they marched peacefully and non-violently to restore 

the peace. The peace they were accused of violating was the “world’s peace” empty of justice. The peace they 

marched for was “the peace of Christ.” Racism and segregation divided our nation. We were divided over 

which peace to follow and which to embrace. 

Peace and conflict are not mutually exclusive. The Letter to the Hebrews discusses the great conflict 

and opposition to Jesus in his mission and ministry. He did not refrain from his work in order to keep the 



peace. Jesus offers peace to all humanity, but it is his peace and not as the world gives peace. People decide 

which peace and then people divide accordingly. 

The Catholic Church experienced this devastatingly when victims of sexual abuse at the hands of 

priests began to emerge over ten years ago. Many victims came forward after bearing the agony of silence for 

decades. Most parishioners and priests were infuriated not only by the reality of sexual abuse in their midst, 

but especially with the cover-ups that followed.  

Victims, then children, and their parents were told keep silent regarding the abuse with promises the 

priest would not be able to abuse again. But these promises were rarely kept, and many abusing priests were 

simply continually transferred to other parishes and they abused again and again. 

A few parishioners would say, “If the victims have been silent for so many years, why speak up now 

and disturb the church’s peace for something that happened long ago?”  But the Church’ peace was not 

disturbed when victims came forward no matter how many years later. The Church’s peace was disturbed 

when they were abused so many years ago. Only when victims came forward, only then did they finally have 

an opportunity for healing and only then did the church have the opportunity for justice and healing.  

For too long, church hierarchy chose a “false peace,” the “world’s peace” of protecting the institution 

instead of “the peace of Christ” that protects the weakest and most vulnerable among us. As someone 

ordained a priest for over thirty years, I can tell you that the way accusations of abuse are handled now are 

completely and diametrically different from the way they were handled then. But little change would have 

occurred if victims had not come forward.  

The Catholic Church in the United States has experienced profound repentance, justice, and conversion 

on this and related issues. There is simply no comparison to what existed before. This does not deny the need 

for constant vigilance, further changes, or individuals who still don’t get it. But individuals who still don’t get it 

are the exception and they used to be the rule. 

There was a questionnaire that engaged couples used to fill out with over 100 statements they each 

had to answer “Agree”, “Disagree” or “Not Sure.” One of the statements said this, “I value keeping peace at 

any price.” The professionals designing the questionnaire hoped both engaged people would answer 

“Disagree.” They fear that such an attitude avoiding all conflict ultimately buries significant issues and delays if 

not halts growth in maturity and self-respect.  

There is no doubt that engaged and married couples need to discern which issues need to be 

challenged and confronted and which issues need to be put aside. Couples also need to discern which issues 

require a letting go of individual expectations and attitudes in order to shape a marriage based on common 

values, attitudes, accepted behaviors, and mutual respect. That will often be different for each couple facing 

unique sets of personalities, challenges, and attitudes.  

But when Jesus says in the gospel, “I have come not for peace but for division,” the peace Jesus rejects 

is the attitude of burying deep wounds, tolerating abusive behavior, living with exploitation and hateful 

racism. That is a false peace that has nothing to do with the Kingdom of God. 

The peace of Christ is what will happen when deeply buried wounds become visible, abusive behavior 

is identified, exploitation and racism are confronted. The peace of Christ is what will happen when justice 

restores trust and repentance transforms not only individuals but entire communities and institutions. Our 

nation is even now still struggling with issues of racism and brutality. The more we struggle honestly, the more 



we will know the true peace of Christ. The Catholic Church will continue to reform from its tolerance of abuse. 

The more it does so, the more it will know the “peace of Christ.” 

There is the peace of Christ and the peace offered by the world. One witnesses to truth and offers the 

hope of justice and healing. The other buries the truth and leaves wounds festering and poisoned. People 

choose which peace and then people divide accordingly. 

 

 

 

 


