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“God and Peacemakers”

Psalm 34.1-14 & Matthew 5.9

During the month of August, Richard has been leading worship with a series of sermons based on the Beatitudes found in the Gospel of Matthew.  Richard really wanted to be here this morning because he wanted to finish this series.  When I spoke with him yesterday after he asked me to lead worship this morning, I could tell that he really wanted to finish what he had started! 

Yesterday was the 47th anniversary of the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s now famous “I Have a Dream” speech.  It seems fitting that we finish our series on the Beatitudes on that same weekend as we explore Matthew 5.9 “Blessed are the Peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”

In order for us to really explore this scripture, we need to determine a common definition of peace. Often we define peace as “the state prevailing during the absence of war.” While true, we need to look at this word in the context of scripture.  Many of us know the Hebrew word for peace:  Shalom. When this word is used, it isn’t in reference simply to the absence of bad things, but includes the presence & enjoyment of all things good.1 In other words, if someone is greeted by saying, “Shalom,” you are not only hoping that bad things are absent from that person’s life, but you also hope for every possible good to come to that person.
Next, comes this word, “peacemakers.”   Let’s talk for a few moments about this word choice.   The scripture says, “blessed are the peacemakers.”  Notice that it doesn’t say blessed are the peacekeepers.  Often we confuse these two terms.   Often when we refer to peacekeepers, it has to do with someone or a group of people in an area where there is trouble with keeping peace.  It seems to me that peacekeeping may often involve the use of force or coercion through various means.  It seems a little ironic that there is a Colt 45 gun named “the peacekeeper” and even President Reagan named a missile “the peacekeeper” years ago.

Don’t get me wrong…there is definitely a time and place in our present world for peacekeepers.  They can be very important and instrumental in the overall goal of achieving world peace.  Even in a family sometimes, it’s good to have a peacekeeper around. Parents and teachers are often placed in the role of peace keeper.   Growing up, my sister and I got along majority of the time.   However, there were always those moments when we were, let’s just say, less than peaceful.  Anytime that she and I would argue, my dad would say, “Fight nice. Fight nice.”  We needed a peacekeeper.    

 However, I don’t think a true state of peace can be realized through the work of a peacekeeper alone.   We need peacemakers.

There are lots of “makers” in this world that are easy to describe.  My sister-in-law is a cake-maker.   Tricia Diamond is a jewelry-maker. My toddler is a mess-maker.   Etc. etc. With each of these examples, it is easy to tell what the individual is creating….cakes, jewelry, messes. The key to each of these examples is that there is the creation of something new happening.   
But peacemaker?  Really, God? We are not just to instructed to keep peace but to create it.  Hmmm…..is there an instruction manual for that? 
Being a peacemaker means that we make the choice to be an active participant in the world around us. It means that we don’t evade tough decisions or sticky situations, but instead we face them, figure out a solution, then conquer them.  There is also no promise that choosing to be a peacemaker means the path will be easy all the time.2 However, we are called to be peacemakers.

Going back to the scripture, we can’t just focus on the first half of this verse.  Now that we understand what peace is, and understand that we are call to create peace in our lives and in the lives of others,  why should we do it?   Matthew 5.9 says, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God.” A stricter interpretation of the Hebrew would translate that we will be called sons of God which is a common way of expression since the Hebrew language does not have many adjectives.  So, if someone wanted to describe a joyful man, they would say, “sons of joy.” In this verse, we are called sons of God which really means that we are doing the work of God, we are filled with God because we are peacemakers. We are doing exactly what God is doing, being like our Creator God by creating peace around us.3

 So now that we have broken down this short little verse, what really does it mean for us? After all, who doesn’t want world peace? We need to believe that peace is possible. It’s been a theme and a desire that has permeated our music, our news, and various movements around the world. Heck, even famous rock stars like Bono are known for their peacemaking efforts around the world.  But the world is so big and we are, well…we’re not rock stars with seemingly endless resources available to create peace in this world.
As good members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), we can come to this scripture passage and glean several different things from it….all being good!   Maybe we look at this scripture and simply take it to mean that we all need to make the world a better place.   Then again, so many of us live in a constant state of unrest in our own personal spiritual journey, so it could mean that we are to strive for inner peace,  to be “one with God,” to resolve any inner conflict we may have.   Those are both wonderful interpretations, but I think I agree with William Barclay who wrote that, “Jewish Rabbis [like Jesus] held that the highest task which a man can perform is to establish right relationships between man and man. This is what Jesus means.”  Jesus wants us to be in relationship with those around us.   
Do you know anyone who just always seems to be living in the eye of the storm?  Maybe they are filled with hatred or bitterness.  These are the kinds of people who are constantly involved in some sort of argument or they are the type that stirs up drama between two other parties.  We could label them drama queens or troublemakers, but regardless, they are definitely not peacemakers (or peace keepers for that matter).  These people are in every society, in our workplaces, and often in the church.  People like this are not focused on doing the very work of God.

Then there are those people who are quite the opposite….they bring a ray of hope and sunshine in all that they do. They help to meet the needs of those around them.   There is not an ounce of bitterness within them so there is no opportunity for drama to follow or consume them.  You know these people….these teachers, friends, coworkers, or family that you just love being around because you feel at peace around them and are empowered to spread that to others.  You want to be in relationship with people like this.
Ok, so we know we are to be peacemakers and not just peacekeepers.  We know that if we do this, we are doing the very work of God.  We know that God wants us to build strong relationships with those around us. But how?  How can we really go about bringing peace around us?

Looking back at the Psalm that Kathy read for us earlier, it gives us a bit of a “to do” list for achieving peace and happiness. Go ahead….take out your Bibles and look.  It’s Psalm 34. (pause and comment on various aspects of the scripture)
 Psalm 34

 1 I bless God every chance I get; my lungs expand with his praise. 

 2 I live and breathe God; 
   if things aren't going well, hear this and be happy: 

 3 Join me in spreading the news; 
   together let's get the word out. 

 4 God met me more than halfway, 
   he freed me from my anxious fears. 

 5 Look at him; give him your warmest smile. 
   Never hide your feelings from him. 

 6 When I was desperate, I called out, 
   and God got me out of a tight spot. 

 7 God's angel sets up a circle 
   of protection around us while we pray. 

 8 Open your mouth and taste, open your eyes and see— 
         how good God is. 
   Blessed are you who run to him. 

 9 Worship God if you want the best; 
   worship opens doors to all his goodness. 

 10 Young lions on the prowl get hungry, 
   but God-seekers are full of God. 

 11 Come, children, listen closely; 
   I'll give you a lesson in God worship. 

 12 Who out there has a lust for life? 
   Can't wait each day to come upon beauty? 

 13 Guard your tongue from profanity, 
   and no more lying through your teeth. 

 14 Turn your back on sin; do something good. 
   Embrace peace—don't let it get away!

Is it possible to have peace in our community?  In our country?  In our world?   Call me an eternal optimist for giving what has become a somewhat cliché answer, but yes. I believe the peace is possible.   If we each focus on loving God and working to have loving relationships with all of those around us, then like a pebble tossed into a pond, the ripples of God’s love will spread and the peace that passes all understanding will prevail in this world.  It’s a choice.  Choose love.  Choose peace.  Choose God.
