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“What Makes Peace—What Peace Makes”
Exodus 17:1-7, Philippians 2:1-13

September 25, 2011

The Rev. Dr. Mark W. Jennings

Rabbi Simeon ben Gamaliel said, “The world rests on three things: justice, truth, and peace.”  The one that must have seemed furthest away during his time was peace.  In AD 66, many of the Jews had rebelled against the Romans who occupied their land.  Early victories over one of the Roman armies, called legions, gave them hope.  But Rome sent two more legions to Judea, and Jerusalem was besieged.  The city could not hold out and the walls were breached, the inhabitants were killed or taken captive, and most of the city was burned, and God’s Temple was destroyed, leaving only a few towers and part of the western wall of the Temple.  One of the legions stayed and rebuilt the city into their headquarters.  They placed statues of the emperor where the temple had been.  Palaces for the king and neighborhoods for Jewish families were now made into Roman baths, a theater, and temples to other gods.  The Jerusalem Rabbi Gamaliel had known was gone.  The dream of an Israel at peace was gone.
I was thinking about that this week as the news was flooded with stories of the UN General Assembly and efforts to tend to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.  Can the Palestinians reasonably seek nationhood? Is it possible that two separate countries can exist side by side in the same area? And what is the US role in facilitating a plan for peace? Perhaps the deepest question is: can they learn to trust one another?  For the tensions and anger and wounds—on both sides—run so deep.

The search for peace seems endless in that part of the world and it’s hard to even envision what peace would mean.  
Two weeks ago, I began this sermon series on September 11, the tenth anniversary of that terrible day.  And that day we spoke of justice: not our Greek modernist definition but rather the ancient Hebrew meaning, righteousness or “right with God.”  Last week we spoke of truth and again not our modern idea of correspondence with the facts, but faithfulness and reliability.  And today, we embrace that ever illusive concept of peace…perhaps in vain, for we can barely imagine it, never mind establish it.  And of course, the core of the rabbinical wisdom here is that all three things need the others in order to exist.  It was for that reason that I’d asked for a three legged stool to be placed upon the altar these last few weeks, for we like the stool cannot be balanced without all three.

Frederick Buechner says, “Peace has come to mean the time when there aren’t any wars or even when there aren’t any major wars.  Beggars can’t be choosers; we’d most of us settle for that.  But in Hebrew peace, shalom, means fullness, means having everything you need to be wholly and happily yourself.”  In Greek, the word for peace is “eirene” and it is used 100 times in the New Testament, in every book except 1 John.  The Greek word also means wholeness, well-being, but it also means the restoration of relationships.  But if that’s what peace means, where does it come from?  How do we achieve peace?
Peace is what the people of Israel, wandering in the wilderness, do not have.  Remember in the previous chapter the people complained against Moses because they did not have any bread, so God provided them bread in the morning and quail in the evening so that their stomachs were full.  But now they wanted something to drink as well.  What interests me is that they do not approach Moses and say how grateful they were for the bread and meat, but that they also needed water.  Instead they begin to complain.  The relationship between the people and God has not progressed to the point that they are willing to trust God to care for them.  They are still testing the relationship, they are still testing God.  They are complaining among themselves, complaining against Moses and against God.  So God again provides for them and the miracle is the water from the rock.  And the people are so grateful and amazed that they name that place “God provides,” or “Our thirst is quenched?” Right?  No.  They name that place “Meribah” which means “quarrel,” because that is where the people quarreled with Moses and with God.
Did you ever think about the name of our church?  Why, one hundred and eighty years ago, did they name this church “First” Presbyterian Church?  I guess they were being hopeful that Richland would grow and there would be a “Second” and a “Third” after this one.  But if you were going to change the name now, what name would you give it?  I know some Presbyterian churches that are called Grace, or Covenant or St. Andrew’s or even Peace Presbyterian Church.  I don’t know of any churches that are called “Quarrel” or “the Complaining Church” yet I know there are plenty out there—Presbyterian or not—that would come by that name honestly.  But that’s what the people of Israel named the place at the foot of Mt. Sinai.  I hope it was to serve as a negative reminder—“Let’s not do this again, let’s not act like this again.”  They are an example to us of a community of faith that has not experienced the peace of God.  They are not at peace with God, with their leaders, or with one another.
In our other reading this morning, Paul is writing to the church in Philippi.  We can guess that like many churches of Paul’s time, of our time and perhaps of all times, there are divisions and issues within the church.  But Paul does not berate them or call them on the carpet, but he encourages them to live together in unity and humility, for as he says in chapter four, “the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”  Paul may have had in mind the story from Exodus when he wrote this letter because in the very next verse from the one we read are the words, “do all things without murmuring and arguing.”  Paul is able to exhort and encourage the people in Philippi because they have experienced the peace of God.  Peace is first of all a gift from God. The Philippian church had received that gift.  If we believe in peace as the Bible teaches it, then peace is not the absence of conflict but the presence of love.  It is wholeness, completeness and it is the restoration of relationships.  Paul affirms that in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself—God was making peace through the cross of Christ.  God makes peace with us, the question then is how are we to act toward each other? 
Throughout the Philippian letter Paul affirms that we should be imitators of Christ, that we should “have the same mind in you as was in Christ Jesus.”    The church in Paul’s words should be characterized by “encouragement, consolation from love, sharing in the spirit, compassion and sympathy.”  This would make his joy complete.  Paul is joyful when he thinks about the Philippian church.  Do you think Moses was joyful in thinking about the people of Israel as they made it to Mt. Sinai?

Early this year, in a desire to paint for you a vision I have of what a Christian community looks like, I decided to do a sermon series on The Beatitudes.  And in a way, when I chose this rabbinical quote about justice, truth and peace, for the month of September, I was hoping to use this series as an affirmation of the beatitudes we’d studied six months ago.  For it is only through individual choice to subscribe to the values spelled out in the beatitudes—righteousness, purity of heart, peacemaking—that Christian community can take shape and justice, truth and peace can prevail. 
There is a distinct difference in the Hebrew and the Greek definitions of “peace”.  The Greek includes “restoration of relationship” and admittedly, I am partial to the Hebrew because we can’t always restore relationships, we can’t count on others to meet us where we are at or meet us at all, so the best we can do is strive for the Hebrew definition: fullness…to be wholly and happily yourself.  
Many of us have learned the old song, Let there be Peace on Earth and let it begin with me…  Perhaps the words seem trite or overly simplistic but as I’ve grown older I have come to appreciate the wisdom of this statement, a wisdom that too often is over-looked in the cloying strains of the melody.  This summer, I truly began see the wisdom and each day I began to make a choice: I can choose happiness (regardless of the choices made by others) and I can choose healthiness in relationships (regardless of other’s behaviors).  And perhaps that’s why the Hebrew definition fullness, having everything you need to be wholly and happily yourself” is more appealing to me, because peace within oneself is not dependent on peace in another.  
I was reminded at Thursday morning bible study, rather starkly, by the innocent inquiry of Jan Petersen who, thinking about the beatitudes, asked me “How did the community respond? Did they do it?”  And I was further reminded that Jesus warns us at the end of the beatitudes, “Blessed are you when people revile you, persecute you and utter falsely against you…”   Sadly, the answer to Jan’s question is no, “they” as a community didn’t do it but we can have every confidence that certain individuals chose to listen, to think and act differently.  But change is hard… and in order to make meaningful changes in our spiritual life, we have to first be ready to give up our old ways, to have a new mind like Jesus had, full of humility, otherwise these tenets for living a Christian life are like putting new wine in old skins. When Jesus warns of the backlash to his teachings, he doesn’t say “People will react badly… so don’t bother doing it” He says, this will happen but do it anyway.  It begins with you…peace. Choose it.
This church would be a cause for Paul to rejoice. Look around.  Last week there were a dozen people who went downstairs to begin to work on the steps to have a more compassionate life.  There are also a bunch of women gathering on Tuesdays to learn with Carol Cooper about the beatitudes, to become peacemakers, the children of God.”  There are choir members excited about leading you in worship, children who were inspired by Vacation Bible School, youth who made beautiful luminaries on September 11th and shared them with the community as testament to their faith and hopefulness for a better world.  We have a bell that rings out in witness, a building whose presence here on the square for a century and a half proclaims God’s love and welcome: we have a hallway downstairs that joyfully speaks of the goodness of creation, and a congregation that is constantly learning new ways to care for one another.  God gives us peace so we can be at peace in ourselves, and make peace with one another.  
This church would give Paul reason to rejoice, for where there is but one person who chooses it, peace resides. 

