Are you willing to identify the debris in your life, and if so, what do you plan to do about it?  We are all familiar with the experience of regularly emptying and setting out our trash.  When Annie and I began looking at real estate properties in Sun City, prior to moving here, I could not figure out the purpose of the metal lids on the surface of everyone’s front yard.  When it was explained to that it was where residents put their trash below ground, I thought to my self, “How dignified.  It must be an Episcopal invention because no one will have to see our trash.” 

Whereas we may be able hide our trash from our neighbors, God is certainly aware of the personal debris of our life.  What I am referring to is the debris of negative thoughts, feelings, behaviors and attitudes towards our self and others.  For example, one of the forms of debris in my life is being impatient, especially toward my self.  My friends, if you can honestly tell me that you have no debris in your life, then we need to talk.  The question is, are you willing to identify the debris in your life, and if so, what do you plan to do about it? 
In the opening verse of today’s gospel Jesus says, “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!”  In our first reading God speaks through the prophet Jeremiah, “Is not my word like fire, says the Lord?”  Fire is a symbol or metaphor for judgment.  The text of our opening hymn today also highlights the connection between fire and judgment, “With the living fire of judgment purge this land of bitter things.”

The purpose of God’s judgment is to help us purge and burn away the debris and excess in our life.  One of the crafts I remember making as a child while attending summer camp was a rope belt made from bailing twine.  Each camper was given a metal belt buckle and numerous strands of bailing twine.  Looped over the buckle we wove together the strands of bailing twine and had tied it off at the end.  We then struck a match to burn off any excess fray strands of rope.  The danger of course was that if one did not weave the strands tight enough when lit with a match, the entire belt would burn up.  I confess that I burned up several rope belts due to the fact that I was more interested in teasing and flirting with the girls at summer camp than focusing on making a rope belt.  I did manage, however, after numerous tries, making my own rope belt.  My favorite part was striking a match and burning the excess fray strands of rope.  I also offered to burn the belts of others.  I was warned, one more than one occasion, against doing this. 

The good news is that it is God’s prerogative and not ours to judge.  Some people, however, can not resist the urge to purge.  They have tendency to set them selves up as life’s moral watch dogs quick to point the faults of others.  Do you know anyone like this?  The point is Jesus did not command us as Christians to be the purifying fire of judgment upon the earth.  That is God’s responsibility and God’s alone.

Knowing that God continually judges you and me may cause us to feel a bit uneasy.  In her book, Discovering the Church, Barbara Brown Zikmund addresses this issue when she says, “The story of the Bible is that God cares enough to disturb us; to upset our life at the core and challenge our comforts and habits.  The Scriptures point out again and again,” Zikmund concludes, “that those who follow the gospel are disturbed and disturbing.”  You may find that to be a shocking statement, but it is true   As Christians we are disturbed, and may be viewing as disturbing, in the sense that following Jesus, at times, may upset the status quo.  One of the ways we upset the status quo and disturb the world is by seeking and serving Christ in all persons, loving our neighbors as ourselves, whether or not we feel they deserve it. 
There is something in each of us, I believe, that resists the Jesus of the Gospels.  There is also part of us that is drawn toward it.  We would not be here today if this were not true.  But there is a part of us that is threatened by the Gospels.  We lash out.  We say to Jesus, “Whatever you do Lord, don’t ask me to change.  I know others who need to change, but not me.”  Has anyone ever made that statement?  The truth of the matter is that Jesus disturbs us by coming into our life desiring improvement in the way we live, the way we treat ourselves and the way we treat others.

How can we take full advantage of God’s purifying fire of judgment and view it as a positive influence in our life?  First, we need to continually discern the debris and excess in our life.  Again, consider your debris as any and every negative thought, feeling, behavior and attitude toward yourself and others.  Second, we need to continually set out our debris and excess for God to burn.  Mind you, God’s judgment is always a controlled burn.  In other words, God will only purge and burn away the debris and excess we set out.  Finally, we need to trust that God’s purifying fire of judgment will enable us to live healthy and functional lives.  

God’s role is to judge and purify.  Knowing the temptation to point out the faults of others, can you resist the urge to purge?  Are you willing to identify the debris in your life, and if so, what do you plan to do about it?   Amen. 

