The Peace Talks: Sermon One

There is one element, one idea, and one substance, if you will, that is the truest desire of us all.  It is the resolution to every human conflict.  It is the most sought after quality in the affairs of men, the least often found and the least understood.  Those who understand its value would trade every earthly possession to obtain it.  Many have relinquished every claim to all material things, and still have not possessed it.  I speak to you of peace.

The Importance Of Peace
· It was used to herald the arrival of the Messiah, “Peace on earth…” It would seem that nothing else was worthy to proclaim the arrival of Emanuel, God with us.  
· His arrival was not announced by prosperity.

· His arrival was not announced by health.
· His arrival was not even announced by freedom.  For you can be imprisoned and at peace, but freedom does not guarantee peace.
· Hebrews 12 says that we are to pursue peace with all men, and holiness with God. (NRSV) If I understand scripture correctly without pursuing these things we cannot perceive God.  Our ultimate eternal destiny to a great degree hinges on our commitment to pursue peace in our lives. 
· The most troubled people in the long history of humanity use this word as their every day greeting, Shalom.  The Jewish people have long greeted one another with this word.  Peace.  And I would point out to you that in the OT the word shalom goes far beyond our understanding of it.  “There is a depth and breadth of connotations to this ancient word that makes it difficult to understand.  In Hebrew it means the end of war and conflict, but it also means friendship, contentment, security, and health; prosperity, abundance, tranquillity, harmony with nature, and even salvation.  And it means these things for everyone, not just a few.  It is a blessing from God not a human endeavor.  It applies to individuals, and the state of relationships between people, nations, and between God and man.” – Jonathan Christoph Arnold                                                                                       
I have to wonder what deep longing must be in the heart of these people when they look each other in the eye and in one word convey that which has been denied to them throughout their existence.  Shalom.  Even now every nation of the world is condemning this beleaguered people, bringing us to the brink of prophetic events.  I wonder what goes through their heart when they hear it.  Do they speak that word with despair?  Hope?  Longing? Faith?  I suspect it is with the latter things otherwise they would have long since discarded it.  Yet they cling to it as tenaciously as they cling to their few square miles of land in the most hotly contested region of the world. They clung to this greeting and all that it implies as their hearts were breaking in Babylon.  Jeremiah instructed them to pray it for themselves and for the city of their captivity in 600 B.C.  They clung to it under the destruction of Sennacherib and the iron oppression of Rome.  It was whispered as a greeting to one another in the grime filled yards of Dachua and Birkenua.  There must be a glimmering of an understanding of what it is worth.

· The hallmark of the coming Kingdom of God, its defining quality is that it is a kingdom of peace.  Isaiah prophesied that in the Kingdom that is to come weapons of war would be turned to implements of agriculture.   The predators will coexist peacefully with their former prey. 

· The time will come, is rapidly approaching when the desire for peace on this planet will become so strong that it will usher in the Anti-Christ.  He will come to power and be accepted because he will claim that he can provide what all want and none can find, peace.  Peace at any price is rapidly becoming the demand of people everywhere.   So deep runs the desire that we will buy a false peace for far too great a price, our personal freedom

I submit to you that peace is the single greatest desire of humanity today.  Prosperity has left our nation with more questions than answers.  Technology has completely failed to deliver on its promise of simplifying our lives; they are more complicated than ever.  I defy you to find a rational person with a modicum of understanding who would not trade everything for peace with themselves, with their God, and with their fellowman.  By the way, those three exist in a symbiotic relationship.  One does not exist apart from the other and each allows the other to become a reality.  That to a degree will be the focus of these talks.   But right now I just want to talk to you about this concept.

Some weeks ago the Holy Spirit instructed me to teach on the subject of peace.  I would like to come to you as an expert, but I am not.  I would like to present you with a clearly defined concept, but I cannot.   I would like to present you with a step-by-step plan to achieve it.  But I don’t need to tell you how futile that endeavor would be.  I struggled and finally decided to simply talk to you about peace, and my goal, my purpose is to impassion you to pursue peace, with yourself, with your God, with your fellow man. 

(POSSIBLE RIFF) 

Experience Supersedes Definition
I set out to find a working definition of peace.   I found a lot of good things, some excellent things.  But nothing I found seemed to resonate with the deep stirrings of my heart.  I have come to a basic understanding.  But my minimal understanding cannot help me to achieve peace.  This is not meant to be a concise definition.  This is just the beginning of a concept. 

True peace is not just the cessation of violence, the absence of conflict, and a lack of trouble.  It is a transcendent quality present in the midst of violence, conflict,  and trouble.  True peace is born out of confronting these things.  It is the storm that allows Christ to demonstrate peace by making the waves lie down.  “In this world ye shall have tribulations, but be of good cheer, I have overcome, transcended the world.”   Peace is an inner state of being that allows us to overcome these things.  But perhaps a translation or definition is not needed.  What we need is to experience it. 
My prayer for you is not that you develop a hypothesis about peace, but that you experience peace in your lives. 

I am reminded of the teaching of Sadhu Sundar Singh, a Christian mystic who lived at the turn of the century.  He wrote:

The secret reality of a blissful life in God cannot be understood without receiving, living, and experiencing it.  If we try to understand it only with the intellect we will find our efforts useless.  A scientist had a bird in his hand.  He saw that it had life and, wanting to find out in what part of the bird’s body the life lay, he began dissecting the bird.  The result was the very life he was searching for disappeared.  Those who try to understand the mysteries of the inner life intellectually will meet with similar failure.  The life they are looking for will vanish in the analysis.  As water is restless until it reaches its level, so the soul has no peace until it rests in God.

I can try and define peace, but I would rather that through the Spirit of God, through Christ our peace, through the Prince of Peace, we experience peace in our lives.  I am persuaded that when we do it will resonate so deeply in us that we will pursue it at all cost.  I kind of pushed this whole thing on a back burner because I want to preach about exciting stuff.  But the more I looked and thought the more I realized my life is too frenzied already and what I really long for is peace.  It is worth everything.  This is what Solomon referred to when he said it is better to live on a rooftop than in a palace with a contentious companion.  He was making a statement about the value of peace.  

Peace Starts In Us
We must be at peace within ourselves before we can ever be at peace with others.

· In II Kings Jehu was on his way to destroy Jezebel.  And Joram, King of Israel, who was treacherous and wicked sent a messenger to Jehu asking, “Is it peace?”  Jehu replied, “What do you know of peace?”.   In essence saying, “You can in no way speak of peace because you know nothing of it”.  Before you can find peace with an enemy you have to have peace in your own self.
· This is the fallacy, that peace can be bought by manipulating circumstances.  Nations do it and people do it.  People end a marriage thinking it will bring peace, only to find the same conflicts in the next relationship, because the discord is not in the relationship, but in their heart.
· The reason for lack of peace between nations is not the stock piling of armaments, it is in our hearts. Destroying all of our weapons of mass destruction will not bring us peace.  We killed each other before we had the weapons.  Ridding our society of guns will not stop the violence.  That is not where the problem is.  The problem is not in your current relationship, job, or neighbors, it is in your heart. And as a race all of our efforts for peace is focused on the effects of the discord within us, not the cause.  

· Jesus said in Matthew 5: 21 Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not kill; and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment: 22  But I say unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, shall be in danger of the council: but whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire.

· I John 3:15 makes it even clearer: “Whosoever hateth his brother is a murderer”.  It is the inner working of your heart that is suspect, not your actions. If we are to find peace with our spouse, with another race, on our job, with our enemies, we have to have peace in our own heart.  It is evident that as a race of people we don’t get this.  Our “peace-keepers” are the most heavily armed people on the planet.  George Bush has recently said that “The only way to have lasting peace is to be able to destroy your enemy.”   While I understand that statement let me point out that you may have stopped violence but you have not achieved peace.  Ever quit fighting with your spouse, but the thing is not over yet?
· “Darkness is the absence of light, but peace is not just the cessation of hostilities. Treaties may be signed, ambassadors exchanged, and armies sent home, yet there still may not be peace.  Peace is metaphysical and cosmic in its implications.  It is more than the absence of war.  Peace, in fact is not the absence of anything, but rather the ultimate affirmation of what can be.” – Rabbi Kenneth Cohen
· Let me restate, it is not the absence of anything, but the presence of something powerful that will sustain you in the worst storms of life.  It is what carried Viktor Frankl through the Nazi death camps.  It was what allowed the martyrs to stand singing as the flames charred their flesh.  It was Stephen looking into heaven while they pelted his body with rocks. It is Christ looking death in the face and saying with calm assurance, “You are not taking my life from me, I am laying it down.  And I can pick it up again at will.” If I could make your problems disappear I would, but I cannot.  But I can point you to something that is probably even better, the peace of God that passes understanding, that is not like the worlds, that transcends the worst vicissitudes of life. But it has to start in you.
· We do no good to rail against the violence and turmoil of our world until we are willing to address the unrest in our own souls. “If you hate injustice, tyranny, lust, and greed, hate these things in yourself first.”  -Gandhi
· We have failed to find peace as humans because we do not understand the source has to be within individuals.  Our best efforts fall short time and again. So called “peace-agreements “ are not really about peace, but about the delicate balancing of power, and the cessation of violence.  They are about the release of and the acquisition of power.  The Treaty of Versailles ended WWI but paved the way for WWII.  The Yalta Conference played a role in ending WWII but paved the way for the Cold War.  The Reagan administration brought an end to the Cold War and the result has been non-stop violence in Europe as fledgling democracies wage war for their independence.   The few that achieve independence erupt in civil wars over control.  Our best efforts never work.  We move from marriage to marriage, job to job, church to church, with the same problems time and again because the turmoil starts in our hearts. I would join a monastic order but I understand that my unrest is not external, I carry it in my heart.  And I cannot withdraw from life far enough to get away from myself.  This has been the sad lesson that many have learned.  Mitch Snyder was a well known pacifist/activist who founded the Center for Creative Non-Violence, and took his own life.  Never understanding that we can strive for peace in the world, but ultimately be destroyed by lack of peace in our own hearts.

But what a difference when we have peace in our hearts.  I know I have not told you really how to get there.  We will get to that.  But the wise man told us how it would be.

Proverbs 3: 24  When thou liest down, thou shalt not be afraid: yea, thou shalt lie down, and thy sleep shall be sweet.  25  Be not afraid of sudden fear, neither of the desolation of the wicked, when it cometh. 26  For the LORD shall be thy confidence, and shall keep thy foot from being taken.

Is that what you want?  Jesus said He would give it to you.  

John 14:27 Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth, give I unto you. Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid.

