The Way to Peace

Isaiah 53: 4 -5

Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffenmgwe considered him punished by God, strickehibyy, and afflicted. But he
was pierced for our transgressions, he was crufgirenlir iniquities; the punishment that broughtpesce was on him, and by
his wounds we are healed.

Matthew 5: 38 -48
In the Liturgical calendar, today/ tomorrow is TtynSunday. In our nation, of course, Monday

has been set aside as a day to remember; a tistgate our respect and thanks for those who
have sacrificed so much — even their lives — fergtit of freedom that we are enjoying simply
by being here today. (How easily we take that f@nged!) | thought that this might be a good
context then, to look at some of what the Scrigurave to say about the ‘goal’, or the ‘end
result’” of the presence of the Trinity in our liyes well as the national service performed by

those we will honor on Memorial Day.

It seems to me that regardless of a person’s pglithost people would agree that the purpose of
a country having a means of self-defense is obvismshere can be peace in the world. We have
armies so that we can feel secure (i.e., from m@nmees). And the Scriptures certainly have
something to say about both the subjects of paadesecurity, and of course, in particular, so

did Jesus.

Now, how Jesus’ teachings might be applied (or af¢iney should be applied to our nation
collectively, since this country, while founded Biblical principles, isnot a theocracy (i.e., one
led by priests/ clerics and ultimately, by God) w#iat’'s a question for another time — and |

think it makes for a much better discussion thalods a sermon.

But even a cursory look at what Jesus taught antbdstrated in his life makes it obvious that
stocking up on guns, armies, bombs, etc., wouldhawe been his first suggestion for finding
our peace or our security! It has always been nhgfithat Jesus’ teachings were directed to, not
only a certairgroup of people, but to aninority of people within every nation and culture —i.e.,

those who have responded to his invitation to dielime’.

Jesus used word pictures that point this out, Hike ‘alittle yeast can leaven a whole loaf’, and
about the harrow road that leads to heaven’ and hfmw actually choose it; and yet he tells us

those that do chose the Way, are called ‘the $#fteoearth’ and ‘the light of the world’.
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So, Christians, representing and living out thecgrand love of Christ in this hurting (and
typically godless) world, can make a real differceven though we are ‘outnumbered’. Which
is something we've been talking about here foregaidme time. And (as so many from FUMC
have demonstrated) it is certainly possible foekeber to be living out the commands of Christ
— and working towardhis peace in the world — even if theiocationis to serve in the military.

They are not contradictory, in my theology.

One of my best friends is the UM pastor in Delrand he is also a chaplain in the NJ Air
National Guard. He is expecting to be deployedrag in July for about 3 months. And as he
does while in NJ, he will serve Christ there, aedall minister to many men and women who

are doing the same in some really tough conditions.

Its pretty obvious that Jesus’ ‘path to peace’iffetent from the world’s, in just about every
way imaginable. And that's because the biblicak&tof peace is not exactly the same as ours,
either. We tend to define peace as having ‘a lddooflict’. So a person (or a nation) who ‘is at
peace’ would be one who isn’t dealing with enemiesjble, pressure and stress. And while that
is a noble goal (wouldn'’t it be nice — even fortjasweek?) it is probably not attainable in this
life! There will always be conflict, don’t you thi? Jesus said it himself: “In this world you will

have trouble™ (Not, “younight.. but youwill!)

Biblical peace is something deeper than simply ielating all outside conflict. (As an end result,
that describes more of the Buddhist tradition tBanistianity.) Biblical peace is better described
in terms of ‘an inner resting in God’, even in téstof conflict and trouble. We'll talk more

about that in just a minute...

Think about how different Jesus’ way of respondimgonflict, and trouble is, from the world’s
way. Let's say, someone takes something from yatidhesn’t belong to them... the world says,

“Get it back!” Jesus says: “Give them more”.
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If someone slaps you in the face, the world sa$tap back — or, deastget the law involved!”
— its up to you to get justice. But Jesus saysyrfithe other cheek.” The world says, “Revenge”
Jesus says, “Forgive”. (And lest we miss the pauat are to forgive not just once, but “Seventy

times seven...”)

These seemingly simple instructions make life thide of heaven very complicated for a
believer! How can weot struggle to try and understand where to draw itte+4 | mean, how

literally are we to take these things? Are we destito be the proverbial ‘doormats’ of the
world? With everybody walking all over us, takingrostuff, abusing us, slapping us around,
while we meekly submit? Should people just ‘get dwaith serious offenses? Is that a good

picture of the Christian life?

Well, | don’t think so; and yet, these statementmmands — have to meaamethingif we

really believe that Jesus was actually speakingniytfor God, butas God.

I think that what these teachings are pointingds &t the heart of, as | said, the biblical resgon
to the national focus of this weekend: the waydal peace and real security. (And by ‘real’ |
meangenuine,andlasting) And I'll say it again, Jesus’ way tihat end isradically different

than the world’s way!

Now, the world’s way may accomplisomething... Let’'s be honest! Wealth may bring a sense
of security, as this world believes (but relativédyv have it, and in the end it will always let us
down). It will crumble and fade away, and it's aywshaky foundation to build a life on. In the
same way, a strong defense and powerful weaponsonray akind of peace, but it is always a

tense peace. Jesus is offering us somethiorg.

But under what circumstance would a person chooggve up their shirt to someone who just
demanded their coat? And why would a person tugrother cheek, or forgive and ‘let someone
off the hook’ when they’re clearly in the wrong? dAdoes this have anything to do with ‘peace

and security’?
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| think it does. And, | know this is a holiday wead and all, but can you think with me for a

few minutes? | want to lay some ‘concepts’ on you!

I've told you that I've been reading (and re-reagira wonderful little book by Brennan

Manning called_The Furious Longing of God| know a number of you have gone out and

bought a copy, and | hope it blesses you. In tbskliManning continues to explore his life long
passion of God’s unconditional love for us. Whatdohappen in our lives (and world) if we
really understood, and accepted that we are loved by oeator (who knows everything about
us!); loved with an unchanging, powerful, redemgtiand passionate love? What if we really
believed that we are loved “as we are and not ashwaldbe”, because there is no one who is as
they ‘should be’?

That is a theme explored in this book (as in mésti® other books). In this one, he takes those
guestions a step further. Let me share his words:
Once again, love by its nature seeks union. Wetgtiace of recognition comes the awesome
and alarming awareness that Jesus, the incarnatfathe furious longing of God, wants more
than a close relationship with you and me; he seekising less than union.
What he’s saying, | think, is that God’s desire,d@donging forus is so intense that its goal is
not just to give us information, and good feelingst to become one with usNow, that may
sound a bit mystical to us (and in the historic okéhe termmystic,it is!) but it is very deeply
Scriptural. Jesus said that he and the Father weee— and he then included us within that

mysterious intimacy.

John 15: 4 -5 (MSG) "Live in me. Make your home in me just as | dgdu. In the same way
that a branch can't bear grapes by itself but dmyybeing joined to the vine, you can't bear fruit
unless you are joined with me. "I am the Vine, gmithe branches. When you're joined with me
and | with you, the relation intimate and orgartice harvest is sure to be abundant. Separated,
you can't produce a thing.”

The word there that Peterson translates as “Lisel Greek wordneno,from which we get the

English word “remain”; but it means to ‘abide’ dng live with’.

Paul understood this, too.

Galatians 2:20 It is no longer | who live, but Christ who livesrire.
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Or, Philippians 1:20 For to me,_to live is Chrigiand to die is gain).

What is union with Christ? | wish | had the wordsadequately express what I'm thinking here!

Let me try some more of Brennan Manning’s wards:

“The wild, unrestricted love of God is not simply aspiring idea. When it imposes itself on
mind and heart with the stark reality of ontolodigee., foundationalfruth, it determines why
and at what time you get up in the morning, how gass your evenings, how you spend your
weekends, what you read, and who you hang witlaffécts what breaks your heart, what
amazes you, and what makes your heart happy. Motutnary thinking that God loves me as

| am and not as | should be requires radical rekimg and profound emotional readjustment.”

Union, then, is the way to peace. Union is the wathe only real security we can know (i.e.,
eternal). Everything else, every other means td #va, every other ‘technique’ will be

temporary and incomplete.

But, you can see; union is the oppositeself-reliance. Union means totally resting in, trusting
in, leaning on God for life itself. And that is &uggle in this life where there are so many
substitutes and short cuts to finding that elugieace and security that we all long for. There

are, certainly, easier ways, even if they don’egi what Jesus can.

So, back to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Could thBethese commands that seem so illogical
from the point of view of this world are meant towe us in the direction of ‘union’ with Christ?
Think about it: recognizing that our wealth is mdgtere our foundation is being built, we can
not only ‘afford to be generous’ but we will notsgair if it is lost. (So, we can “give the shirt
when our coat is demanded”.) Because Christ idifeuHe is our security.

We need not seek vengeance against someone whwimasd us either, because our lives are
‘hidden in Christ’, and vengeance is a matter fadGWe can ‘afford’ to forgive — why?
Because we understand that the basis for our umibnChrist ishis forgiveness of us! We are

living new lives — it is no longer me, but Christrme. The rules have all changed!

! The Furious Longing of God®. 75
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Perhaps these teachings of Jesus are meant toshske the radical change that comes about in
our hearts in our union with him. As people wittetfen both worlds, however — citizens of
heaven living in this fallen world — there may lmene extreme times when we will find terrible
conflicts in living this out. Maybe we will need ttefend ourselves — physically or in court. But
even then, our hearts will approach that diffesetitan others will, because opeacedoes not
come from the resolution of all our problems, iedo’'t come from anything this world can give

us. Our peace comes by the presence of Christ in us

| read an interesting email from Terry Teykl re¢genTeykl is a United Methodist pastor who

has become rather well known by promoting institogil change through prayer. He was a guest
speaker at a recent Annual Conference, and hasemiat number of books. Anyway, he has a
new devotional guide regarding wealth and how we iysbased on Scriptures that talk about
this. | was reading that over (thinking about sammdor the coming Fall) and one statement

really struck me.

“The spirit of poverty — the fear of not having egb, or losing what you have — afflicts many
individuals and churches alikeHe goes on to say that this spirit needs to bedsrpokecause it

doesn't represent our life in Christ, and doingt isaa Holy Spirit matter. But the concept of
people — even churches — being gripped by “Thetsgipoverty” opened my eyes, because it

describes what I've been sensing in people eveedins recession started.

And friends, this is an observation, not a judgmenteven a criticism ...because, | think |
understand, and | emphasize. | had a conversatitnsemeone recently whose job has been
hanging in the air for over a year. This persorgetmtly described to me a growing feeling of
‘despair’ throughout this process. Well, she endpdkeeping her job, but at the cost of some
self-esteem, and a general hard-to- put your fiogefieeling of anxiousness and unrest.

People are reluctant to make financial commitmensirchasing things like cars, houses, etc. —
because even many of those who are working feelthieir financial foundation has become

very shaky. (One of the reasons why the recessigeris on and on.)
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| see this conflict expressed in our “PracticinglRal Hospitality” campaign. On the one hand,
we have had close to 1Gfore people than the last time, who have responded &éking a
pledge to our mortgage fund (and still countind)aflis an amazing statistic for & Bampaign.
Unheard of! And we should celebrate that! And et total pledgedmountis about $100,000

less than the last time we did this.

We’'re conflicted — we want to respond, but we’r¢ siare what the future will hold for us. | get
it! 1 really do. (And by the way, | have confident®at God will bless that willingness, and

ultimately sort all this out! We’re going to be i)

Does union speak to this? Again, | think so! Rementhat old bumper sticker we used to see
here and there, “Let go and let God”? Well, ihard to ‘let go and let God’ be in control. We
can do it to some degree — as long as we have Bmmedlse to fall back on? (Money perhaps?)
But totally abandoning ourselves into God’s cacesay, I'm going to davhatever you would

do, I'll go wherever you lead me... now, that's hard.

We want to. But it is hard. When those theorettbaigs become tangible... we find conflict.
And I'm certainly not just talking about making glges here. But, frankly, money is a front line
issue when it comes to trusting God - which is wlgsus talked so much about it! But,
forgiveness raises the same issue. Forgivenesmisch easier concept to accept if we've never

had anything bad happen to us at the hand of anpénson. Then it becomes very real.

Can | ‘turn the other cheek’? — whatever that waukhn in my situation? Can | look ahead with
confidence and a sense of joy in a world where magnicial standing is a whole lot less solid

than it was just months ago? And can | still beegens?

Whatdoesit mean to me... what does it meanytau... to be in_unionwith Christ? How does
union cut the ties of this world in our hearts,tsat we find real, lasting peace? Peace that, as

Jesus said, “the world did not give us, and thddvoainnot take away”?
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Let me close with this quote from Biblical Scholevhn McKenzie, talking about coming to a

relationship with Jesus Christ :

We recognize that the person whom we have encegnhtgpeaks to our innermost being,
supplies our needs, satisfies our desires. We rezeghat this person gives life meaning. | do
not say a new meaning simply, for we realize tleddi® we encountered this person life had no
real meaning. We recognize that this person hasaked to us not only himself, but our own
true self as well. We recognize that we cannot dreosvn true self except by union with this
person. In him, the obscure is illuminated, the artain yields to the certain, insecurity is
replaced by a deep sense of security. In him veeviea have achieved an understanding of many
things which baffled us. We recognize in his perswwangth and power which we can sense
passing form him to us. Most certainly, if mostanosly, we recognize that in this person we
have encountered God, and that we shall not eneo@nd in any other way.

The old hymn says it all:

... the things of earth grow strangely dim
in the light of his glory and grace.

Amen
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