
WHAT KIND OF PEACE?
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TEXT: Hebrews 12:1-2 “Therefore, since we are surrounded by to great a cloud of witnesses, let us
also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run the race that is set before
us, looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.  
PURPOSE: To urge us to seek the peace embodied in Jesus, which is the only peace capable of
saving the world, but is gained through division, crisis, and tribulation. 
______________________________________________________________________________

When the angels announced the birth of Jesus to those startled shepherds, they
proclaimed his arrival as bringing “peace on earth” and goodwill among those who
enjoy God’s favor.  Peace on earth.  That’s what we want.  Real peace, not the mere
absence of conflict, but the presence of genuine good will.  Not just peace in our hearts,
and in our personal relationships, but a world at peace, a world which has turned its
swords into plowshares, a world in which all people have what they need to live free
from fear and from need.  No wonder so many Christmas cards feature the angels’
announcement.  

Among the many things Jesus is called, we know him as the ‘Prince of Peace.’ 
The Letter to the Ephesians says “he is our peace;” (Ephesians 2:14) because he has
united Jews and Gentiles, two ethnic groups which were historically hostile to each
other, into one family of faith.  

But the adult Jesus, when he was trying to get people to understand what was
involved in following him, put out this disturbing word:  “Do you think I have come to
bring peace to the earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division!”  (Luke 12:51)  Then he
went on to specifically describe how families would be divided because of him.  How
about this as a marketing strategy for getting people to embrace the Christian way:
“Come follow Jesus – it’s sure to disrupt your family relationships!”   We hear nothing
at all like that from churches.  Rather, we hear of churches offering strategies for taming
that rebellious teenager, ways to reconcile couples after one has betrayed their marriage
vows; even ways to establish good will between you and your in-laws.  That’s not what
Jesus promised, and often, it’s not what happens when we decide to follow Jesus.  

Early in the evangelization of India, when a person converted to Christianity, the
family held a funeral for that person, and treated him or her as dead from then on. 
Certainly nothing so drastic as that happens in our culture, but frequently, we have to
decide whether to do something with family or do something with our church, and if we
choose church too often, that strains our family relationships.  The truth is, we cannot
make a commitment to Jesus as the Lord of our lives without that commitment having
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some impact on our relationships with family and friends.1  And what we know is that
makes for a continuing dance of discernment, of living creatively and gently within the
tension of at least occasionally conflicting loyalties.  

Let’s take this out beyond our family relationships.  We live in a time when we in
this country have been described as more divided than we’ve been at least since the Viet
Nam War, if not since our Civil War.  We are politically divided; we are economically
divided; we are culturally divided.  We are cautious if not outright fearful of engaging
in a conversation with someone whose position on any of today’s potboiler issues might
be different from ours.  It’s not just that we have a variety of opinions about
controversial issues;  it’s that there is a spirit of divisiveness endangering our common
life as Americans.  My mother tells me that a person who provides personal care in her
senior living community decides what to talk about with a client based on which
channel is playing on the TV when she arrives.  For heaven’s sake, don’t talk the FOX
line of thinking if CNN is on the person’s TV.  

How could it be possible that Jesus is the cause of division?  Wouldn’t we
expect him to be the source of reconciliation, the one who, again quoting Ephesians,
“has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us”?  Wouldn’t we
expect him to say exactly the opposite of what he said in today’s passage?   “I have not
come to bring division, but peace.  My way reconciles father and son, mother and
daughter, mother-in-law and daughter-in-law.  My way reconciles the white
supremacists with the Black Lives Matter people.  My way reconciles the “Squad” -
those four freshmen congresswomen – with Trump loyalists.  My way reconciles
conservative Christians with progressive Christians.  You know I could keep going with
hostile camps of people in need of reconciliation.  Jesus is the cause of division, but not
these divisions.  He is the cause of division between these divisive ways of relating to
each other, and the way of God’s realm, where we relate to each other in love and
respect.  

I think Jesus’ way is the way of reconciliation, but not by an easy path.  Jesus
posed, and continues to pose, a crisis.  What I mean by that is that he requires a
decision: will we choose to follow him, or will we choose the ways of the world?  And,
like it or not, that decision divides people.  Jesus urged us to “Enter through the narrow
gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are
many who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there
are few who find it.”  (Matthew 7:13-14)  That’s division.  That’s dividing people who
choose his hard way which leads to life from the easy way which leads to destruction.  

1Culpepper, R. Alan, The Gospel of Luke, in the New Interpreter’s Bible, Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1995. Vol
IX. P. 267.
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Our reading from the Letter to the Hebrews testifies to what happened to some
people who chose the narrow way: they “were tortured, refusing to accept release in
order to obtain a better resurrection.  Others suffered mocking and flogging, even
chains and imprisonment.  They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were
killed by the sword; they went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, persecuted,
and tormented.”  (Hebrews 11:35-37)  I don’t hear any peace in the lot of the martyrs
described in this passage.  I certainly don’t hear anything that would entice people to
embrace this way of living.  Rather, they seem to me to victims of the division Jesus
brought.  

But their suffering is not the end of the story.  The Letter to the Hebrews wants
us to know that their story finds its fulfilment in us.  They are living testimonies to the
power of faith,  “a great cloud of witnesses”  (Hebrews 12:1)  surrounding and
encouraging us to faithfulness in our time, in our circumstances.  They are our
cheerleaders.  So what?  So this, says the Letter to the Hebrews:  “Let us also lay aside
every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race
that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the
sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and
had taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.”  (Hebrews 12:1-2)  It’s our
turn, says the Letter to the Hebrews.  Hopefully not to be stoned or sawn in two, but to
run the race that is set before us, the race of faith, the race that, in the end, enables us to
share the joy and the peace of Jesus.  

The truth is that Jesus’ way to peace leads through the cross, the final divider. 
Are we with the crowds who called for his crucifixion, with the religious professionals
who handed him over to preserve their power and privilege, with the soldiers who
mocked and tortured him?  Or are we with him, alone on that hill save for two criminals
with crosses of their own?  “Of course we are with Jesus!” we hasten to say.  But even
those closest to him could not muster the courage to publically align themselves with
him in his darkest hour.  Ephesians again: the way to reconciliation is through his blood. 
(Eph 2:13)  The way to the peace that Jesus offers involves suffering, even death, at
least, dying to our old selves and our worldly allegiances in order to receive his new
way of life.  

I would like the way to peace not to involve division or suffering or cross.  I’m
not all that keen about the call to die to my old self in order to experience the peace and
joy of the new life in Christ.  Why can’t we all just get along with each other?  Why
does following Jesus need to cost us?  I will not presume to know the answer to this;
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that would be presuming to know the mind of God.  I suppose God would have been
happy if we just got along with each other, if fixing the mess we humans have made of
the world would not have cost God’s beloved Son.  And I suppose God would have
been delighted if the resurrection of Jesus had established peace on earth right then and
there– no need for Jesus’ followers to suffer as he suffered, the cessation of hostilities,
the end of mean divisiveness, the justice that is the source of true peace firmly
established, the complete reconciling of creation with its creator.  

That, we know, is not what happened.  But that continues to be God’s dream for
the world God still loves.  And that continues to drive the faith of those who follow
Jesus, crucified and risen.  And those who choose to follow Jesus do so in confidence
that God’s dream will come true, that peace will prevail, that the joy waiting for Jesus
on the other side of the cross will overtake the whole world.   

The peace that the angels proclaimed at the birth of Jesus in not a peace we
humans can accomplish on our own.  On our own, we would not design a path to peace
which involves division or danger or cross.  But in the end, the peace which the coming
of Jesus inaugurated is the only peace capable of healing every hurt, of overcoming
every hostility, of casting out every fear.  You don’t need me to tell you that this peace
has yet to overtake our world.  But here’s what I believe:  for those who choose to run
the race that is set before us, the race which is heading toward true and lasting peace on
earth, God makes that peace available to us while we are on the way.  The complete
fulfillment of God’s dream may be a long way off, but God’s grace bestows that peace
on Jesus’ followers right now.  

Lots of churches offer a time during worship called “passing the peace.” 
Unfortunately, it often deteriorates into a time of greeting and catching up on each
other’s news.  What it’s meant to be is an actual passing of the peace of the Lord, the
peace God has in mind for the whole world fully realized among the people who have
chosen to follow God’s Son.  In the midst of this hostile, divided world, we say to each
other, “Peace be with you.” To people whose relationships may be strained, whose
hearts may be broken, we say, “Peace be with you.”  That’s not just a powerless wish,
an empty greeting. That’s what God has given those who are running the race.  And
that’s what it is our joy to share, with each other, with our neighbor and our enemy,
with this whole divided world, until God’s kingdom comes and God’s will is done here
on earth the same way it is in heaven.  
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