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“Pax Christi”
I Samuel 16, Colossians 3:12-15
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The Rev. Dr. Mark W. Jennings

Every Sunday I stand up here and at one point in the service I say, “The Peace of Christ be with you.”  And you respond, “and also with you.”  And then we all turn to one another and say, “Peace be with you,” and respond again, “and also with you.”  What do we mean by all that?  Is it just a fancy way of saying “Good morning?”  Do we do it to sort of make you greet your neighbors in case some of you were too introverted to do that when you first sat down in your pew?  Do we do it because we’re trying to build congregational togetherness?  Most of you know that the word “goodbye” is a contraction of the old benediction “God be with you,” that people would say as they left each other. If “peace be with you,” is just a greeting like “good morning,” maybe in a few years we’ll shake hands and say, “pebeyou,” or something like that.  Or does it mean more than that?

The letter to the Colossians encourages us to “let the peace of Christ rule on our hearts.”  When we say “peace be with you,” we mean the peace of Christ, don’t we?  During the time of the writing of the New Testament, the Mediterranean world was living under what was called the “Pax Romana,” the Roman peace.  This kind of peace was the peace that was kept through the Roman legions.  It also described a kind of material prosperity that followed victory in war.  In Rome there was built about 13 BC the Altar of Peace to Augustus, that celebrated his victories in Spain and Gaul.  Also in 75 AD the Roman Emperor Vespasian built the Peace Temple to celebrate Rome’s victory over the Jews.  This is the kind of peace that the world knows, one brought about by killing and oppressing and conquest.  Peace to the world means that the war is over, that hostilities have stopped for now.  There haven’t been too many years in our world’s history like that.  Coming from the west, I grew up with stories of cowboys and gunfighters and bank robbers and cattle rustlers.  And the lawmen who wore as a sidearm the Colt revolver called the “peacemaker.”  It always seemed a little strange that one would call a gun, a peacemaker.  But that is how peace is viewed by the world.  As long as people aren’t killing each other, we’re ok.  That kind of peacemaking comes from fear.  We are afraid of each other.  We kept a nuclear arsenal because we were afraid during the cold war.  We have searches and xrays at the airport because we are afraid of terrorists.  We have alarm systems in our homes because we are afraid of someone who might break in.  In some states now it is becoming legal to take guns into churches because we are afraid.  We want to keep the peace.  The priest Henri Nouwen writes, “Peacemaking is a work of love, and love casts out fear. “In love there can be no fear, but fear is driven out by perfect love (I John).”  Nothing is more important in peacemaking than that it flows from a deep and undeniable experience of love.  Only those who deeply know that they are loved and rejoice in that love can be true peacemakers, because the intimate knowledge of being loved sets us free to look beyond the boundaries of death and to speak and act fearlessly for peace.”

That’s the kind of peace that we mean in the Bible, the kind of peace we mean in the church.  It is not the Pax Romana, it is Pax Christi, the peace of Christ.  What do we mean by that?  It is not a peace that is the absence of conflict.  Instead it begins with a restoration of relationships, our relationship with God.  The scripture tells us that in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, that he was making peace with us.  Peace in this sense is not a ceasing of hostility, but it is a restoration of wholeness.  It is something that starts in the heart.


 In our story today from the Hebrew Scriptures, the prophet Samuel is sent to find a new king for the nation of Israel and he goes to the house of Jesse.  The sons of Jesse that he sees are tall and strong and look like good warriors.  But God tells Samuel not to look at a person’s stature because God looks on the heart.  He eventually finds David, the new king, who is described as a man after God’s own heart.  Now David was not the most successful king.  He made a lot of mistakes.  He certainly fought wars, one against his own son.  He committed adultery and had a pretty horrible family life.  But for some reason, he is the king against whom Israel measures all subsequent kings.  Because he was a king after God’s own heart.  And David’s words echo down to us across three millennia, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want, he makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside still waters, he restores my soul.”  Psalm 23 has been an image of peace for people for thousands of years and to this day, whenever I do a funeral, whenever people want to be reassured that the one they love is at peace, Psalm 23 is the most requested scripture reading.  It began in David’s heart.  Peace also begins in our hearts.

It begins in our hearts because peace is first a matter of our spirit being reconciled to God.  That happens through faith in Jesus Christ.  But hand in hand with peace with God comes peace with one another.  That’s what we affirm in the passing of the peace.  The Book of Common Worship tells us that “having been reconciled to God in Jesus Christ, the people are invited to share signs of reconciliation and the peace of Christ.  In sharing the peace, we express the reconciliation, unity, and love that come only from God, and we open ourselves to the power of God’s love to heal our brokenness and make us agents of that love in the world.”  That’s what we do when we say, “Peace be with you.”  We are saying that I know that there is no wholeness for me if there is any brokenness between me and you.  We are saying that we are united as God’s people by God’s spirit.  We are saying that we know that we don’t always get along but we will always love each other—for that is the command of Christ to his people.  We share a sign of peace by shaking hands or embracing, and then we say “peace—I hope you are at peace with God, I want us to be at peace with each other, for we are part of each other.”  We pass the peace each week as a reminder to us, that this is what we should do every day.

The Benedictine monk Brother David Stendahl-Rast has taught extensively about Zen Buddhism and tells a story about when Tetsugen Glassman Sensei was being ordained as the Abbot of the Riverside Zen Temple in New York.  It was a grand affair.  Zen teachers from all over the country were gathered totether to celebrate the event, with candles and incense and white chrysanthemums and black and gold brocade garments.  In the middle of this solemn celebration, the beeper on somebody’s wristwatch suddenly went off.  Everybody was surreptitiously looking around to find the poor guy to whom this had happened, because generally you are not even supposed to wear a wristwatch in the Zendo (the hall of meditation).  To everyone’s surprise, the new Abbot himself interrupted the ceremony and said, “This was my wristwatch, and it was not a mistake.  I have made a vow that regardless of what I am doing, I will interrupt it at noon each day and will think thoughts of peace.”  And then he invited everyone there to think thoughts of peace for a world that needs it.

Just so, every Lord’s day we gather.  We gather in celebration of being put right with God, we celebrate God’s love and grace to each one of us.  But we gather together, because we know that peace with God also means peace with each other.  That’s the only way we will be healed and whole and without fear.
