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While we don’t do this routinely, we are often asked to perform an act of hospitality in our worship services.  You know the one I mean.  Pastor Jeff will say something like, “Let’s all get up, shake hands, and greet each other.” While Richard plays a lively tune on the piano.

Now be honest, when this happens what is really going through your mind?  Really.  Perhaps you are thinking, “Great. Can’t wait to speak to the Benjamins. I need to find out how Betty’s is doing anyway.”  Or maybe your thoughts run along these lines, “I hate this! I don’t want to have to shake hands with anybody unless it is my idea!”  You might even take this opportunity to answer the call of nature that has suddenly arisen, giving you an excuse to exit the sanctuary just in the nick of time. Or maybe you will reach for your Lysol sanitizing wipes, making ready to rid your hand of those foreign Christian germs.

Regardless of how you feel about the glad-handing, heart-blessing, well-wishing, there actually are some important features of this experience that are both faith-based and powerful. A less rowdy and raucous version of what we seem to do here is called PASSING THE PEACE, which is practiced routinely by a variety of Christian denominations. If you grew up in the Episcopal, Lutheran, or Catholic faiths you are already familiar with the practice of Passing the Peace.  It goes something like this. 

At a specific point in the worship service the Priest will invite the people of the congregation to extend a hand of Christian fellowship to the persons in front, in back, and to the right and left, saying “The peace of Christ be with you.” To which they reply, “And also with you.” Nice. 

One priest says that Passing the Peace;

MELISSA, DON’T PUT THE PARENTHETICAL STATEMENTS ON THE screen PLEASE. THEY ARE NOTES FOR ME. THANKS.

*Expresses the hospitality of the Gospel (i.e. that is really is good news for all)
*Gives an opportunity for the realization of the ‘priesthood of all believers’ (in ancient times slaves and people of lower classes were expected to kiss the feet or the garment hems of the upper classes. Jesus’ acceptance of all humans removed that expectation from his followers. Slaves, merchants, women and royalty are all one in Christ. Thus we have the practice of the Holy Kiss which became Passing the Peace Romans 16:16 Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the churches of Christ send greetings. 1 Corinthians 16:20 All the brothers here send you greetings. Greet one another with a holy kiss. 2 Corinthians 13:12 Greet one another with a holy kiss. 1 Thessalonians 5:26 Greet all the brothers with a holy kiss.
*Encourages members to move beyond ‘pew fillers’ (Sitting detached from other worshippers creates isolation. Christ calls for involvement in persons, up close and personally.) 

*Gives a safe context for visitors and newcomers to be greeted. 
Well, I am not advocating the Holy Kiss scenario, that could get messy and way too personal for our keep-your-distance culture. But I would like us to extend a hand to those closest to us and offer the Peace of Jesus.

 But before we do, I’d like for you to listen to the words of Jesus as he shares his personal peace with his disciples and all of us. In John 14 Jesus has begun to reveal that his death is coming soon. His loyal followers are crushed by the news, but into their pain and confusion he offers these words of comfort;

27. Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.

Peace is a power that can be ours in ever-increasing measure. A God-given power that we can, in turn, give to others. We can bless others with the peace of the Sacred Divine.  So, with that in mind, please open your hearts and share the peace of God.

You can simply say “Peace.” Or you can say “Peace be with you”. You can even say “I wish you Peace”.  
(Richard play softly here Near to the Heart of God  page 497)

Pray:
Spirit of God, rest now upon this place and upon your people. Grant us your real and rich Peace. Give us a new and deeper understanding of that Peace, so that we may be bringers of it to all our life’s encounters. Envelope us now with your presence for where you are, there is true Peace. Amen

PEACE. It is a word that is loaded with meanings. It reaches into and out of every culture and nation.  In Hebrew the word is “Shalom”, 
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which has various meanings including prosperity, well being, wholeness, welfare and an absence of strife with others. Jesus, as a Jew, would understand Shalom in all it radiant richness. In fact, Jesus was the embodiment of Shalom. 

My husband George was trained in the Foreign Language School when he was in the army.  During that time, it was his task to learn Arabic, so I have asked him to demonstrate the Arabic greeting for you.

               [George will do his bit]
For the Hindus and others on the cultures, the word is “Namaste” [namas-te’].  It is both a greeting and a parting that indicates a desire for connection with others and demonstrates true respect. Above all, it expresses identification with God.  The gesture, spoken or performed, is the same as saying, “The Divine in me recognizes the Divine in you.” “I bow to you”. Since we recognize we are all God’s children we will love each other, no matter what.

 “Namaste” looks like this. [image: image2.jpg]



If you remember, our American Baptist missionary for Thailand, Kit Ripley, greeted us with this gesture when she shared her stories of life in Chaing Mai.  She bowed to us and said, “Sawat-dee”.

Another gesture that expresses the richness of the word Peace, respect and honor can be seen in this photograph;

“

“This gesture is a mudra, a well-recognized symbolic hand position in eastern religions. One hand represents the higher, spiritual nature, while the other represents the worldly self. By combining the two, the person making the gesture is attempting to rise above his differences with others, and connect himself with the person to whom he bows. The bow is symbolic of love and respect.

Particularly in Hinduism, when one worships or bows in reverence, the symbolism of the two palms touching is of great significance. It is the joining together of two extremities—the feet of the Divine, with the head of the devotee.” [edited from Wikipedia]

For many Native Americans the peace pipe became a symbol of brotherhood with former enemies and a way of conveying prayers of all sorts to the God of the sky
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It was called a Calumet, but foreigners gave it the name Peace Pipe.
Perhaps the most familiar sign of peace for us is this image;
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This symbol (☮), often called the “chickentrack’, was originally used for the Direct Action Committee Against Nuclear War (DAC) and was adopted as its badge by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) in Britain, and originally was used by the British nuclear disarmament movement. It was subsequently adopted as an international emblem for the 1960s anti-war movement, and was also adopted by the counterculture of the time...
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The symbol itself is a combination of the semaphoric signals for the letters "N" and "D," standing for Nuclear Disarmament. In semaphore the letter "N" is formed by a person holding two flags in an upside-down "V," and the letter "D" is formed by holding one flag pointed straight up and the other pointed straight down. These two signals imposed over each other form the shape of the peace symbol.
[HOLD UP TWO FINGERS IN V-SIGN]
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Originally strictly a sign for victory, it developed into a peace sign during protests against the Vietnam War (and subsequent anti-war protests) and by the counterculture as a sign of peace. Because the hippies of the day often flashed this sign (palm out) while vocalizing "Peace", it became popularly known through association as the peace sign. Originally, however, its symbolic meaning was love; signing "love" and saying "peace" was a hippie anthem and mutual greeting.

Remember, we used to say “Make love, not war.”
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For all three of the largest theistic religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, this image of the Dove with the olive branch is most enduring.  All three faith groups embrace the story of Noah’s ark as a literary and theological treasure. Remember the story. The flood has swept the world of evil away and all that seemingly remained was God’s chosen man, Noah, his immediate family and a boat load of male and female animals. After many days afloat Noah opens the window in the Ark and sends out a raven who is left to fly to and fro until the waters subside; after a few more days he sends out a dove, but it returns to him after finding no place to set its foot.  After 7 more days he releases the dove again. In the evening of that very same day, the dove returns with a freshly plucked olive branch in its beak. Thus Noah knew the waters had subsided from the earth and the land was replenishing itself and God was no longer angry with humankind. In other words, the Creator had made peace with the creation. You can read that story in greater detail in Genesis 7,8 and 9. This new covenant with Noah resulted in another familiar sign of peace…the rainbow.
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 What do these symbols and words of peace say to us and about us here today on planet earth?  In our world of violence, terror, and uncertainty we crave peace. We long for it yet we don’t seem to know how to make it or keep it. As the man in the movie Fireproof said to his friend, “You can’t give what you don’t have.” If you are not at peace you cannot share peace.

But what is peace? Can it be captured in images? Can it be communicated by gestures?   Can it be had by ending bloody conflicts with the use of force?  According to the teachings of Jesus, the peace he brings is none of these things and yet all of them. His is a fully realized peace that pours forth from the supernatural into our natural.
The journey to peace is an inward one.  While the world may define peace as the absence of war and an unending season of personal safety, that doesn’t really get at the meaning of Peace.  Jesus ushered into our lived reality, a “peace that passes all understanding”.  Hear these words from Philippians chapter 4;

4.  Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!
5.  Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 
6.  Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 
7.  And the peace (eirene-one, quietness, rest, set at one again) of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 
8.  Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think [calculate carefully] about such things. 
9.  Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.
The peace of Christ transcends earthly definitions, human ideals and religious symbols. It is wholly other, and as such, it packs a power greater than a hurricane, yet it makes land with the gentleness of a lamb.  In a word, the Peace of Christ is a great mystery, but it is a mystery that willingly gives up its secrets to those who seek it in spirit and truth.

  When a war ends and we claim there is now peace, but as history and experience teach, the peace is an uneasy one.  When wars end and combat ceases, someone there is a victor and a loser. Usually the hatred that sparked the conflict remains, boiling beneath the surface.  In most cases the hatred is just waiting for an opportunity to get revenge, get back on top, be the victor. Doesn’t sound like real peace to me.

Jesus and his followers knew this kind of peace.  During their day, Rome had conquered the world and settled its mighty Legions all over the lands of those they had vanquished. Rome ruled the land of Jesus. It was a time called PAX ROMANA, the peace of Rome.  Surely enough, few dared to rise up against such a powerful and well equipped enemy as the Romans, so there was a peace, of sorts. You get out of line you get crucified.  Romans learned this barbaric form of torture from other ancient warring cultures and they used it to keep the peace.

“The Jewish historian, Josephus tells a story of the Romans crucifying people along the walls of Jerusalem. He also says that the Roman soldiers would amuse themselves by crucifying criminals in different positions. In Roman-style crucifixion, the condemned took days to die slowly from suffocation.”

Into this unspeakable tension, The Prince of Peace appears.  His message is one that must have been laughable to the powerful, if they took note of it at all. His message was Peace. Peace as a gift from a Presence known to many in the ancient world as the Unknown God. This Presence offered peace that had a power so special, so transforming, so beyond the grip of Rome or man, that it fairly shook the foundations. 
 The peace of God entered our world, which was and is fraught with hate and division; greed, and strife, casting all our vanities up against the light of itself...’the dawn from on high will break upon us to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet in the way of peace.” This message of peace was first proclaimed by the heavenly hosts at Jesus’ birth. “Glory to God in the highest and peace on earth, good will to men.” 

  The baby whose birth ushered in a new kind of peace later became the man of peace who said to those he healed, “Go in peace”; to a raging sea, “Peace. Be still.” To his dumbfounded disciples at his glorious resurrection, “Peace be with you.”  To all of us he says, “My peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives.” 

 So peace is a power and a presence we can seek and find; access and open; keep while having plenty to give away. Peace is ours if we only chose to embrace it in all its glory.

This year as I watch the jaw-dropping Opening Ceremonies of the Olympics I had a wave wash over me that bathed me in light.

                      

  I saw peace between brothers and sisters all over the world. The spectacle of the Opening Ceremonies was the likes of which the world has never seen. I mean that! No show was ever like that one. Wow! But after all the flash and dazzle, the gravity defying stunts, the pageantry and the poignancy, the wave that came over me happened during the parade of nations.  There they were, athletes from all over the world marching into the stadium, waving their flags, smiling with the team mates and their competitors.  Did you notice? Once they were inside the circle rubbing elbows with the other nations’ athletes they did not push and shove or call each other names. They didn’t use the opportunity to advance a political agenda, nor seek out their enemies.  What did they do?  They took pictures of each other! They smiled into the lenses of Africans and Austrians; Chinese and Lebanese; Mexicans and Modavians. They smiled and took pictures of each.  That’s when it hit me.  They were young people from countries in strife and yet, here they were, arm in arm, clicking away.  The only explosions were the flashes of bulbs, capturing forever the faces of peace.  I thought,we could really do this everyday, not just days of the Olympic Games. If we can save our conflicts for the fields of friendly competition where all the combatants walk away…alive, that would be a great beginning.

But as the song says, “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me”. Peace has to begin within each of us.  There is a line from the new Christian film FIREPROOF, that goes, “You can’t give what you don’t have.” So true. If you are not at peace within; at peace with the Creator, at peace in your mind, it will be impossible to extend peace to other. “You can’t give what you don’t have.” Peace is a free gift from the realm of God, pouring forth like a fountain along with grace and truth.  Peace is available all the time to all the people.  Turn our eyes to your Creator, then turn inward for that spiritual journey to peace.

“Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.” Dear Lord, let it begin with me.

I would like to leave you with a beautiful poem by Maya Angelou.

Many of you will remember this poem because George and I gave it to you in the form of a Christmas card.  May the words ring true to you today and inspire you to be God’s children of peace.

Amazing Peace

Thunder rumbles in the mountain passes

And lightning rattles the eaves of our houses.
Flood waters await us in our avenues.

Snow falls upon snow, falls upon snow to avalanche
Over unprotected villages.
The sky slips low and grey and threatening.

We question ourselves.
What have we done to so affront nature?
We worry God.
Are you there? Are you there really?
Does the covenant you made with us still hold?

Into this climate of fear and apprehension, Christmas enters,
Streaming lights of joy, ringing bells of hope
And singing carols of forgiveness high up in the bright air.
The world is encouraged to come away from rancor,
Come the way of friendship.

It is the Glad Season.
Thunder ebbs to silence and lightning sleeps quietly in the corner.
Flood waters recede into memory.
Snow becomes a yielding cushion to aid us
As we make our way to higher ground.

Hope is born again in the faces of children
It rides on the shoulders of our aged as they walk into their sunsets.
Hope spreads around the earth. Brightening all things,
Even hate which crouches breeding in dark corridors.

In our joy, we think we hear a whisper.
At first it is too soft. Then only half heard.
We listen carefully as it gathers strength.
We hear a sweetness.
The word is Peace.
It is loud now. It is louder.
Louder than the explosion of bombs.

We tremble at the sound. We are thrilled by its presence.
It is what we have hungered for.
Not just the absence of war. But, true Peace.
A harmony of spirit, a comfort of courtesies.
Security for our beloveds and their beloveds.

We clap hands and welcome the Peace of Christmas.
We beckon this good season to wait a while with us.
We, Baptist and Buddhist, Methodist and Muslim, say come.
Peace.
Come and fill us and our world with your majesty.
We, the Jew and the Jainist, the Catholic and the Confucian,
Implore you, to stay a while with us.
So we may learn by your shimmering light
How to look beyond complexion and see community.

It is Christmas time, a halting of hate time.

On this platform of peace, we can create a language
To translate ourselves to ourselves and to each other.

At this Holy Instant, we celebrate the Birth of Jesus Christ
Into the great religions of the world.
We jubilate the precious advent of trust.
We shout with glorious tongues at the coming of hope.
All the earth's tribes loosen their voices
To celebrate the promise of Peace.

We, Angels and Mortal's, Believers and Non-Believers,
Look heavenward and speak the word aloud.
Peace. We look at our world and speak the word aloud.
Peace. We look at each other, then into ourselves
And we say without shyness or apology or hesitation.


Peace, My Brother.
Peace, My Sister.
Peace, My Soul.
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