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"Words of Peace in a Time of War"
Isaiah 2:1-5 & Matthew 24:36-44

It was hard not to respond with cynicism to the latest effort toward peace between Israelis and Palestinians.  The headline in The Maui News on Wednesday read:  "Pardon the pessimism?"  It went on to say, "Hope, fear for the Mideast future compete as conference concludes” (The Maui News, Thursday, November 29, 2007, A-1 & A-5).

What was heralded as the latest effort to bring peace to the Middle East ended with the launch of a crude rocket out of the Gaza Strip and into southern Israel.  The Israelis responded with an air strike that killed two naval police officers in the Gaza Strip.

And so it goes.  The meeting between Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert and Palestinian President Mahmound Abbas was intended to conclude with an agreement to forge a new peace by the end of 2008.  Although few had high hopes that anything of substance would come out of the summit at Annapolis, Maryland there was cause for some optimism.  

Following a meeting with Abbas and Olmert at the White House, President George W. Bush said that the Annapolis declaration was a "hopeful beginning."  Others contend that whatever expectations political leaders may have of the summit, the reality is that what happens on the ground in the Middle East is what matters.

How do we speak words of peace in a time of the war?  It is a question that has haunted the Middle East for generations and it is question that we may well ask of ourselves.  Our reading from The Book of Isaiah addresses a time of crisis in the southern kingdom of Judah.

The armies of Assyria posed a serious threat as its empire grew.  The northern kingdom of Israel was sent into captivity by Assyria in 722 BCE. 

Over the next two decades, Assyria threatened the southern kingdom of Judah with the same fate.  But the threat of Judah’s demise was not only external but internal.  Isaiah railed against injustices within Judah and yet like so many of the prophets he also offered words of hope.

Underlying the devastation of war Isaiah offers  a vision of God’s peace or God’s shalom.  Shalom involves more than an absence of armed conflict.  Shalom is the presence of conditions that make for life and living.

If we were to look upon the recent summit at Annapolis as an opportunity for Israelis and Palestinians to end decades of war, it is not likely that that will occur.  God’s peace or God’s shalom is more than the cessation of war.

Shalom involves justice and sharing.  Shalom assures freedom from want and an abundance of life’s gifts.  

Having said that we must be careful not to equate an abundance of life’s gifts with prosperity and security and assume that prosperity and security are always a sign of God’s shalom.  We know how plenty and comfort can create a false optimism.  

We may look upon our good fortune as a sign of God’s blessing and be convinced that others less fortunate have only themselves to blame.  We know such arrogance has no place in the kingdom of God.
Isaiah reminds us that God’s shalom is a vision of wholeness that is inclusive of all people.   So it may be said that if there is to be peace in the Middle East it must be a peace inclusive of all Palestinians and Israelis.  

About ten years ago I found myself stopping by one of the many roadside vendors along South Kïhei Road.  I was in search of seashells that I wanted to include in a presentation I was to make at a missions education conference in California. 

I needed several hundred and on this one particular day I noticed that two young men had set up shop in their front yard.  They had a considerable inventory and so I found myself asking about the price of certain items, hoping that we could strike a deal.

When I asked about one of the shells the older of the two young men quoted a price.   I responded by saying, "Hmmm!"

"How many shells do you need?" he asked.

I answered, "I'll need 250."

He quickly offered a lower price clearly wanting to make a deal.  All through our conversation I noticed he had a relatively strong accent.

"What is your background?" I asked.   He knew immediately what I was asking. 

"I am Palestinian," he answered.  Our conversation turned to his family, of how his father left the Middle East because of the ongoing violence.  They moved to Hawaiÿi and were now working hard at making living here.

When I asked if he still had family in the Gaza Strip he said, "Yes, many."  He had returned recently from a trip back home.  Without any coaxing on my part he talked about how difficult it was for his grandmother to travel to pick up medication that she needed.  What would ordinarily be a half hour trip usually ended up taking a full day.  He did not speak with any anger or malice.  

Shalom is not about the absence of conflict but about the presence of wholeness.  God's peace is about conditions that make for life and living including this young man's grandmother.

If there is to be peace in Israel and Palestine, if there is to be peace in Iraq, Afghanistan, Darfur, Tibet, Myanmar, Chechnya, Pakistan, Zimbabwe, and so many other places around the world, it must be more than the absence of war.  

As we come to share the bread and cup on this day, we are reminded of the angels who praised God for the birth of the Christ Child saying:  “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace, good will among people” (Luke 2:14).  Let us pray:  Take all that we are, O God, and all that our world has become and reshape our fear, cynicism, worry, and anger into peace, hope, joy and love.  You know that in everything something new can appear.  Our weapons of destruction can become tools of fruitfulness, our cynical minds can become fertile with hope, our anxious hearts can become filled with your joy, our words of hurt can become acts of love. Such is the power of your presence that gently surrounds, O God, with a new birth hope.  So we watch and we wait.”
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