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DOWN RICHLAND OR DOWN NELSON?
Luke 12:49-56

Have I ever told you about my friend, Fred?  Fred was a guy who spent his whole life making the 
wrong choices.  When his parents asked him which of two colleges he wanted to attend, he chose the one 
that turned out to be going downhill and closed after the first year. When he decided to get married, there 
were two girls that he loved, the one he married ran off with his best friend.  When he played craps he always 
placed his money on the wrong number ... the horses were no different, always the wrong one.  When he 
voted for a politician in the hope that he could get a kickback, his party lost.  

Fred was not a happy man and he didn’t like making choices, but he decided he needed a vacation.  
Where to, and which flight?  Mexico it was, and wouldn’t you know it, the flight he chose was an old 
converted cargo plane with tethered goats and screaming children.  Halfway there, the pilot came of the 
speakers saying that one of the engines had caught fire and he needed some of the passengers to jump.  
Fred volunteered and quickly chose a parachute.  Out of the plane and flying though the air, he pulled the 
rip-cord.  Nothing happened!  In desperation Fred yells out, “St. Francis, help me!”  To his amazement a giant 
hand reached down from heaven and grabbed hold of Fred.  He’s dangling there in mid-air when he hears a 
voice: “Would that be St Francis of Assisi or St Francis Xavier?”

Choices, choices, choices!  Every day, we are called to make choices, decisions as to which way we 
will go that day.  That’s our topic for today’s sermon.


I want you to imagine something ... what if you woke up one day, and everything you said and did

was out of character for you?  You get out of bed, and the things you say, and all your actions are totally 
different from everything people would expect you to say and do.


The late Jimmy V ... Jim Valvano ... was coach of the 1983 national champion North Carolina State 

men’s basketball team.  I read a story about his first coaching experience when he was hired by Iona College, 
a small university in upstate New York.  In the story, Valvano says that even the college’s name helped in 
recruiting.  He’d meet a young high school star and say “Jim Valvano, Iona College.”

Before his first season, Valvano had been invited to the training camp of the Green Bay Packers, and 
sat in the locker room as the great Vince Lombardi delivered a motivational speech to his players.  “Men”
Lombardi began, “Men, this year there will be three priorities in your life and three priorities only.  God, your
family, and the Green Bay Packers.  That is all that will matter to you: God, your family and the Green Bay Packers.”

So moved by this speech was Jim Valvano, that he took Lombardi’s words home with him and 
delivered them to his own team as basketball practice began.  “Men” he began, “this year you will have just 
three priorities: God, your family, and the Green Bay Packers!”  

The players, of course, were shocked and confused.

I want to suggest to you this morning that the words of Jesus in today’s gospel lesson were just as 
shocking and just as confusing for the disciples of Jesus.  Yes, it’s another one of those “hard sayings of Jesus”.  
I’m not sure why the people who put together the lectionary readings did that ... but they sure want us to 
squirm a bit.  

What we’ve got is the disciples, who have traveled with Jesus for three years, and they thought they 
knew what he stood for.  In fact, they had heard him preach his values time and time again.  That love was 
more important than money, and that people were more valuable than their rules, and that forgiveness was 
more powerful than revenge.  But now, in this 12th chapter of Luke’s gospel, it seems that Jesus is making a 180 
degree turn around.

“Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth?” Jesus begins.  “No, I tell you, but rather 
division!  Because of me, households will be divided.  Son’s will argue with their fathers.  Daughters will disagree 
with their mothers.  Good friends will be at odds with one another.  And all because of me.”
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If that message doesn’t bother you, let me tell you ... it sure bothers me!  I avoid conflict ... and my 
perception of Jesus has always been that he called people to come together in unity and agreement.  One of 
his names is “The Prince of Peace.”  One of the recurring themes of the first century church is “that they will 
know we are Christians by our love.”  But now ... Jesus’ words seem to run contrary to all of that.  Not unity, but 
division.  Not peace, but the sword.


I believe that it’s basic human nature to want to live at peace and in agreement with others.  In spite 

of the fact that the world is filled with so much discord and disagreement, I believe that the majority of us do 
not want to rock the boat.  If you think back to the most enjoyable and fulfilling times in your family, or in 
your workplace, or even in this church, they will probably be times when everybody was getting along and 
there was no conflict or division.  That’s a beautiful thing.

But the problem comes when people seek peace at the expense of principle.  When our goal becomes 
to simply get along, when our goal is just to not make waves, that often leads to abandoning who we are and 
what we stand for.  

I think it was Bill Cosby who once said “I don’t know the secret to success, but the secret to failure is 
trying to make everybody happy.”


Working with youth early on in my ministry, I can remember being at a camp and seeing this very 

truth unfold.  A teenage girl was torn between two sets of friends.  Some of them were sunbathing on the 
dock, saying to her, “Stay with us.”  But her other friends were in a rowboat saying, “No, come with us!”  There 
she stood, one foot on the dock, the other foot on the edge of the boat, and the boat was moving.  You 
know what happened ... trying to appease everyone, trying to not decide, she ended up falling into the water
... and worse, she got her hair wet!

But I think this is exactly what Jesus is addressing in the gospel lesson today.  He is warning us that 
there will be times when we follow him that will require us to turn away from something else.  There will be 
times in this life when we will be required to say “yes” to one thing, and therefore “no” to the other.  And of 
course, the action we most often take is the same one that girl did on the swimming dock.  We try to go in 
both directions.  We try to say “yes” to it all, and we end up falling in between the seams, and being miserable.


Now … is the choice an easy one, the choice between following the call of Christ and following the 

call of the world?  The choice is usually not very easy.  

For one thing, the call of the world looks awfully attractive sometimes, and the call to follow Jesus
can sometimes look rather bland.  There was a summer camp song I sang as a kid that had a line in it that 
went something like this: “Yield not to temptation, although yielding is fun!”  It’s true; yielding can be fun.  In that 
wonderful metaphor of the Garden of Eden ... Eve was tempted to eat from the tree that God had forbidden.  
My guess is that it was because that fruit looked soooo good, and exciting, and challenging to her.  Oh, the 
rest of the garden was nice too, but frankly, she was tired of salad.  Lettuce, and celery, and asparagus.  It was 
boring!  But the apple, or the kiwi fruit, or the avocado or whatever it was, looked soooo inviting.  So she made 
a choice.  I might have made the same choice.  And maybe you, too.

A second factor is that following Christ might require us to change directions — or break promises —
or renege on commitments that we’ve made.  You and your business partner are involved in practices that 
are unethical, until you decided that you can’t go along in that direction anymore.  Your conscience and your 
faith will simply not allow you to do so.  What do you do?  Keep the peace and the profit?  Or do you become a 
prophet and say “no more!”


Back in Ohio, I married a young couple who were very much in love.  She had grown up in the 

Presbyterian Church and he was an unchurched young man who was perfectly willing to let his wife attend 
church ... he didn’t have any desire to go.  That arrangement worked for awhile, and then they had a baby.  
Now, she wanted her baby baptized.  After that, she wanted to teach Sunday School.  Next it was serving with 
the Deacons.  Her husband had had enough of this religion, and he laid down the law.  It was a painful time 
for her, as she tried to choose between her husband, to whom she had promised, and her God, to whom she 
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had also promised.  Every time she came to church after that, I was reminded of Jesus’ words: “From now on, 
a family will be divided two against three because of me.”


Finally, I think problems arise when being a follower of Jesus calls us in a different direction from 

those we love and respect.  
Right after Karen and I were married, my dad and I started a business ... installing carpet for Sears and 

a couple of other stores in the Ohio Valley.  We eventually opened our own store and two of my younger 
brothers joined us.  After about four years in the business, when I announced to my dad that I was going 
back to college and on to seminary ... well, let’s just say that he wasn’t real thrilled with me.  Dad really didn’t 
understand my calling and why on earth I’d want to leave the business and move clear across the country to 
go to seminary.  And even though he eventually came around and told my how proud he was of me ... for 
several years, it was a bone of contention between us.

So, I’m wondering about you today.  Has your faith ever caused you to make a choice?  Have you ever 
had one foot on the boat and one foot on the dock, and intentionally decided to go in a direction God was 
calling you instead of another road that appeared exciting or challenging?  If you have, then you understand
exactly why Jesus said what he did.


The very first person to reach the status of billionaire was a man who knew how to set goals and 

follow through.  At the age of 23, he had become a millionaire, by the age of 50 a billionaire.  Every decision, 
attitude, and relationship was tailored to create his personal power and wealth.  But three years later at the 
age of 53 he became ill.

His entire body became racked with pain and he lost all the hair on his head.  In complete agony, the 
world’s only billionaire could buy anything he wanted, but he could only digest milk and crackers.  An 
associate wrote, “He could not sleep, would not smile and nothing in life meant anything to him.”  His 
personal, highly skilled physicians predicted he would die within a year.

That year passed agonizingly slow.  As he approached death he awoke one morning with the vague 
remembrances of a dream.  He could barely recall the dream but knew it had something to do with not 
being able to take any of his successes with him into the next world.  The man who could control the business 
world suddenly realized he was not in control of his own life.

He was left with a choice.
He called his attorneys, accountants, and managers and announced that he wanted to channel his 

assets to hospitals, research, and mission work.  On that day John D. Rockefeller established his foundation.  
This new direction eventually led to the discovery of penicillin, cures for current strains of malaria, 
tuberculosis and diphtheria.  The list of discoveries resulting from his choice is enormous.

But perhaps the most amazing part of Rockefeller’s story is that the moment he began to give back a 
portion of all that he had earned, his body’s chemistry was altered so significantly that he got better.  It 
looked as if he would die at 53 ... but he lived to be 98.


Oh, and regarding the sermon title: Down Richland or Down Nelson?  Growing up, we lived at the 

top of a hill.  As we came out of our driveway you either had go down Richland Ave or down Nelson Ave.  
Now depending on your destination, it was an easy choice.  However, if we were headed out to see our 
relatives or to the swimming pool in St. Clairsville, it really didn’t matter which way you went, but you still
had to make a choice.  For dad, every morning when he left for work that was the decision he had to make.  
During the summer that was not a problem, but in the winter time ... after a snow storm ... it was a big
decision.  Which way would lead to plowed roads and which way would lead to slipping and sliding?

My sense is that the Christian life is a lot like that.  
Every day, we are called to make choices, decisions as to which way we will go that day.  Sometimes, 

those decisions are costly, in terms of money, or family, or friendships.  If our destination is important to us, we 
make the correct choice.  Not every time, maybe.  But often enough.  

May the Spirit that resides in each of you, give you wisdom and courage to make those choices in the days 
ahead.  

Amen and Amen.  


