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Sermon for June 25, 2017 
Families Divided 

Matthew 10:24-39 
The Reverend Roger Pancost 

Over the years I have been asked numerous times, “What is your favorite 
passage of scripture?” I imagine I get asked this question a lot because I am an 
ordained minister.  

A question that I have never been asked is, “What is your least favorite 
passage of scripture?” I can answer that question by saying that this morning’s 
lectionary reading from Matthew is one of my top ten least favorite passages of 
scripture. 

Specifically, I don’t like the section of this reading in which Jesus quotes the 
Prophet Micah, saying,  

“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.” 

As someone who has always loved family, this passage makes me really 
uncomfortable. I mean, I get the context in which this statement is being made. 
Jesus is preparing his disciples to carry on the ministry that he has started. Like 
Jesus, the disciples are going to encounter people who do not agree with their 
theological interpretations. Not only are the religious leaders going to try and stop 
the disciples, their own family members may choose to disown them. 

I also get that the first people to read Matthew’s version of the Gospel were 
already experiencing such divisions in their own circle of family members and 
friends. As the new religion called Christianity was being born, it put many people 
at odds with those who did not embrace this understanding of faith. Divergence 
from the old customs and traditions created conflict within families and 
communities. 

I understand the importance of being courageous in living out one’s faith, 
and having strong convictions, but I don’t see any good coming from families 
allowing religious differences to cause division. An example of such a division is 
shared by the reverend John Patrick Colatch.  He writes,  
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 “I had just finished my weekly preaching duties at my two churches and 
returned to the parsonage to relax a bit. A year out of divinity school, I was still 
getting the hang of the routine and usually needed a little downtime on Sunday 
afternoon. 

The doorbell rang and I answered it. I encountered two men, one who 
resembled me but 40 years older. “Are you John Patrick?” he inquired. He was 
John Paul my grandfather. 

I felt the blood drain from my head. I’d been told the story for as long as I 
could remember. When I was four months old, my mother had me baptized at the 
local Methodist church, and my biological father’s Irish Catholic family turned its 
back on us. (My father) abandoned us when I was two. There was no child support, 
no help from the family, nothing. My mother remarried, and my sister and I were 
legally adopted by our new father. Our last names were changed. The earlier 
family surname was never spoken in our house.  

And now, here was a flesh-and-blood manifestation of the family I had been 
taught to disavow, standing on my front porch. 

I invited him and his brother into my home, where we chatted for a few 
minutes. He had the air of a gentleman, not the horned demon I had always 
envisioned. Since I had been assigned a parish in the village to which his family – 
and, coincidently, my adoptive father’s family – had immigrated a century before, 
folks in town had been keeping him apprised of my activities. He said he would 
like to keep in touch with me, if that was alright. I said it was. He stood and shook 
my hand. 

After he left I felt a rush of anxiety, as if I had been a disobedient child. I 
had a thousand conflicting feelings. I called my sister, who exclaimed, “No way! 
Are you going to tell Mom?” We both realized we were whispering. 

I did eventually tell my mother. It upset her; it made her relive the 
considerable pain the family had caused her. On the other hand, my adoptive dad 
was understanding. In the coming years, Grandfather would invite my wife and me 
to dinner when he was in town. He even met us once at the Miami airport when we 
were passing through with our infant daughter. (Christian Century, June 7, 2017, p. 24) 

In this story shared by John Patrick Colatch we hear of a family that had 
been divided by religious differences. For many years members of this family had 
no contact with each other. Although this is an extreme case, it is by no means 
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unique. There are numerous examples of families that have been divided because 
of religious beliefs. Sometimes these divisions occur because people favor 
different denominations. Other times they occur when people have differing 
theological interpretations. This is especially true in terms of social issues like 
LGBTQ equality. I imagine that some of you sitting in this sanctuary have 
experienced, or are currently experiencing, such family divisions.  

The beautiful part of John Patrick’s story is found in the reconciliation that 
takes place between family members. You will recall that the first person to make a 
move towards reconciliation is John Patrick’s grandfather. Somewhere on his 
journey the grandfather came to the conclusion that the division in his family was 
not doing anything to promote the kingdom of God, but rather causing harm to it. 
Perhaps he remembered that even though Jesus taught his followers to have strong 
convictions, he also prayed that they would live in unity.  

Like John Patrick’s grandfather, we sometimes have to be the first person to 
reach out to heal a divide. It is good to stop and ask, “Who are the people that I am 
feeling called to reach out to? Who might I need to reconcile with?” 

John Patrick demonstrated that forgiveness is an important aspect of 
reconciliation. Rather than holding onto his past hurts, John Patrick, invited his 
grandfather back into his life. In reflecting on our lives: “Who do we need to 
forgive in order to restore a relationship? Who do we need to seek forgiveness 
from?” 

When there are divisions within our families, or our circle of friends, we can 
choose to remain separated, or we can strive to stay connected. One of the 
important ways that we do this is by creating space where people can share their 
beliefs in a safe environment. In a healthy conversation, each person is given the 
opportunity to share without fear of being judged. This doesn’t mean that we have 
to compromise our own beliefs, but rather it involves honoring another person’s 
right to his or her beliefs. It also doesn’t mean allowing other people to harm us 
with their religious beliefs.  

I have lived enough years to know that there are some cases where 
individuals refuse to accept people who disagree with them, even if those 
individuals are in the same family. If we experience someone who chooses to not 
be in relationship with us, and we have done what we can to create reconciliation, 
we may have to move on. We can continue to hold such people in our prayers and 
send positive thoughts their way. 
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Although not all family relationships can be repaired, those that are, have 
long-lasting positive effects. In reflecting on being reconciled with his grandfather, 
John Patrick writes, “Shortly before our son’s second birthday, Grandfather sent 
him a birthday card with a lovely note. The next week, Grandfather died from a 
stroke…I remain grateful for the unexpected knock on my door. Much to my 
mother’s relief, 37 years later I now resemble her father, not John Paul. But I carry 
him with me. He cared enough to take a great risk and come to my house and into 
my life.” 

In case you were wondering, my favorite Bible passage is John 15:12, where 
Jesus says to his disciples, “No longer do I call you servants, for a servant does not 
know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made 
known to you everything that that I have heard from my Father.” But that is a 
sermon for another day…. 

  

 

 

 

 


