THE THINGS THAT MAKE FOR PEACE

Matthew 5: 43"You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' 44But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. 46If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? 47And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? 48Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.


“Perfect?” Did Jesus just say we're supposed to be perfect? Like God is perfect? Give me a break! For crying out loud, that's why I took Chessmaster off the computer; I didn't need any more reminders of how far from perfect I am, not from some stupid computer game, even at the beginners' setting. And why else do pencils come with erasers, and computers with Delete keys, except that nobody is perfect? At 51 years of age, trying to be perfect at anything would be like trying to be a child prodigy in retirement. From now on, “moderately better” will have to do, same with “shows improvement,” and "knows when to ask for help." 


So for all of us perfectionists, who can't walk past a furniture display at Gabberts without stopping to fluff the pillows, or who have been known to rearrange the toilet paper roll in public restrooms and in the homes of our hosts, so that the leading edge of the paper is on the outside, where its supposed to be, and who lay awake at night worrying about that one last dandelion we saw in our yard, Jesus' command to be perfect, as our Father in heaven is perfect, can really snag us by that part of ourselves that is most likely to worry, “What will the neighbors think?” Until, that is, we understand the kind of perfection that Jesus is urging upon us.


Besides, wanting God's perfect knowledge and power is what got us kicked out of the garden of Eden. Its still the source of so much trouble today. But Jesus has given us a clue about the kind of perfection he has in mind when he says that God sends the sun to shine and the rain to fall upon the just and the unjust, indiscriminately giving all of us all the necessary ingredients for life, apart from whether we deserve them or not. And therefore, our love is to be equally and perfectly indiscriminate toward friend and foe alike, Jesus is saying. In this context, that's the kind of perfection which Jesus enjoins upon us: a perfectly indiscriminate love for friend and foe alike.


In a way, that sounds easier than some of the ways we get so worked up about life's many imperfections, like those aging wrinkles on our faces, or the missing three cents in our checkbooks. So I don't have to be always a step ahead of and in control of everybody and everything. What a relief!


In another way, though, sometimes I'd rather go on endless search and destroy missions against every last dandelion than try to love hard-to-love people. People who hate us. People who scare us. People who have offended us or disappointed us. Or just the people whose mannerisms and attitudes irritate us. Like the guy who picked me up one time long ago when I was hitch-hiking and whose every other word out of his mouth was  a swear word, even when he was talking about the blankety-blank beauty of these blankety-blank hills around blankety-blank us. Apart from that, he was a great guy. But that was one of the longest rides I've ever been on. 


But when Jesus told his followers to “love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,” they knew exactly who he had in mind, and it wasn't the gum-popping receptionist who treats you like you should be very grateful for the opportunity to ask her a question, and don't use up your limited opportunities to do so; she has more important people to deal with. Jesus and his audience would have in mind many people, but first and foremost, the Romans, their soldiers and their settlers, who were taking and occupying the best land, and who were draining Israel of money, talent and the fertility of the soil. To add insult to injury, they were also working, over time, to undermine and eventually exterminate Jewish faith and Jewish identity, and to absorb it into a sea of Roman identity and religion, like they had done and were doing to so many other tribes and cultures, peacefully if possible, violently and forcefully, if necessary. Then there were Rome's local patsies and clients, like King Herod and the tax collectors and other collaborators who were going along with the Romanization of everything; and the pagan, half-breed squatters and outsiders like the Samaritans and unobservant Jews who didn't care to fight for their heritage. But first in the lineup of enemies would have been the Romans.


If the Romans and their allies were to succeed in their plan to Romanize everything and everyone, what would that say for Jews and their hope, straight out of the Bible, for a worldwide kingdom of God, that one day people of all tribes and nations would march to Zion, to ascend to the temple of God, there to beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks, to worship Israel's God, and to learn from Israel's God the ways of peace, and to study war no more? What would that say for God's command to Israel, through the prophet Isaiah, to "Enlarge the place of your tent, stretch your tent curtains wide, do not hold back; lengthen your cords, strengthen your stakes, for you will spread out to the right and to the left; your descendants will dispossess nations and settle in their desolate cities."   It would turn the promised tide of history backward, so that all the nations, including Israel, would march to the seven hills of Rome to learn Roman ways, and there worship the Roman gods of love, war and wine. For many of Jesus' fellow Jews, the only options before them were either extinction or war.


So, when Jesus spoke these words about loving one's enemies and praying for our persecutors, he didn't just have in mind unpleasant people whom we'd prefer to avoid. Nor was he just teaching a ramped up way of winning friends and influencing others (think of the Dale Carnegie human relations course on steroids). Jesus makes no guarantee that if we love our enemies and pray for them, they will automatically love us back, so that everyone is happy and everything is hunkey-dorey. In fact, his death showed just what could come of loving your enemies, and praying for them, while being nailed to the cross: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” So don't take his advice, if you're not willing to pay his price.


Nor was he just telling us to try and do something impossible, so that we'd come to such despair over our own faults and failures that we would throw ourselves upon his grace and forgiveness. That's what some churches have taught about Jesus' words. And then we can go back to living like the rest of the world, exacting an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, doing unto others as they have done unto us, or before they do unto us, pre-emptively, but now with converted, Christian hearts that at least mean well. Yet the sheer hard work of loving enemies could very well have that effect on us, of driving us to our knees in prayer for mercy and strength. Because it is indeed tough to love our enemies. And trying to do so will show us how we are just as capable of hating and hitting back as they are.


Nor was Jesus offering the governments of the world a fail-proof foreign policy that would always win them friends where warships or military bases would fail, as they eventually all do. He wasn't saying this with any guarantee that, once the Romans found out how much the Jews loved them, they'd pack up their weapons, say they were sorry, and go home.  Although war has not shown itself to be any more effective, especially when you add in all the costs in squandered resources and scores that the next generations lust to settle. If anything, Jesus was teaching things that make armies pointless, and borders and nationalities minor in importance, which replace them all with a kingdom with no borders, and therefore, no need for enemies. Nor for any worldly, normal kind of defense.


No, Jesus was addressing the primary political and religious concern of the day on the minds of all his fellow Jews: How is Israel to survive and even flourish, so that God's promises to make her a light to the nations and the agent of God's salvation for the gentiles will come to pass? And how can that come to pass if Judah becomes just a plantation for Rome's farm-to-city markets, and if the Jewish people become just a distant memory among the many quaint and curious barbarian tribes who, over time, gratefully saw the light and became Roman, with a few enticements of bread and circuses, and the not-so-subtle threat of the sword? The answer again, for most of them, was war. Holy war, like that of Joshua leading the twelve tribes into Canaan.


Jesus knew that and saw it coming so that on the day he entered Jerusalem in the week leading up to his execution, he stopped and wept over the city, crying out, “If only you knew the things that make for peace!... But soon there will be no stone left atop another.” There you have our theme for Sunday School and worship this summer: “The Things That Make for Peace.”  What Jesus' comrades ignored, or forgot--"the things that make for peace"-- his disciples are to remember, and apply.


If Jesus' command to love our enemies and pray for our persecutors sounds unrealistic and impossible, consider the fact that enough of his fellow Jews tried the alternative, of holy war, so that within a generation, Jerusalem and the temple were just a pile of smoking rubble. Those Jews who had survived the Roman crackdown were exiled throughout the empire, and once a year, every year, the Jewish liturgy of Tisha B'av still mourns this catastrophic loss. And before we say, "Well, it worked for the Romans, because they were stronger," remember that it wasn't long before barbarian tribes did the same thing to Rome, several times, because of all the ancient scores they longed to settle. Yes, loving one's enemies is hard. But ultimately, hatred, violence and warfare always prove harder, and more costly. 


Given this history, and the looming threat of war, we can say that Jesus said, "love your enemies" to try and spare his beloved Israel and Jerusalem the coming catastrophe of war. And knowing that war would come, he was, at the very least, commanding his disciples not to join it, even though it was as just a cause as anyone might imagine. But if Jesus was only seeking to avoid a war that anybody could see coming, he could simply have said, “Tolerate your enemies; endure them, or ignore them. Until you can't. Then run away.” 


But Jesus has aspirations for his people that are even higher than those of the holy warriors and the revolutionaries with whom he differed. From Jesus' conversation with the lawyer in Mark 13, we see that love of God and love of neighbor were already central and foundational to their Judaism. That's true for most religions. And these holy warriors and revolutionaries would say that they loved their neighbor too: but their fellow Jewish ones first. Or most. Pretty much all tribes and societies define neighbor that way: as "people just like us." "Our kind of people." 


But Jesus goes beyond that to expand the definition of neighbor to include the enemy, and to tear down the boundaries between friends and foes, so that his disciples would show a perfectly indiscriminate and equal love to both, the way he did. The way God does. 


Seen in that light, Jesus' command to love even our enemies is not just good advice for our personal human relationships, although it always works better than the alternatives. Nor is it just good advice for the well-being of our own souls either, although hatred, grudges and unforgiveness do terrible things to us when we harbor them. Its like swallowing poison in the hope of killing someone else. Nor is he offering an easy, fool proof way to avoid or resolve all conflicts in the world. Loving one's enemies could spare us some troubles, but it could also get us into other kinds of trouble. Just ask the widow of Franz Jagerslatter, the Austrian Catholic conscientious objector who refused his draft orders from the German Army during World War II. He cited these very teachings of Jesus for his reason not to bear arms against the Russians. He didn't see how shooting them would square with loving them. His wife became his widow when the Nazis executed him for resisting the draft.


Such love will not always make our enemies change to like us. But it will keep us from changing to become like them. That is one very important reason why Jesus tells us to love our enemies, "that you might be sons of your Father in heaven." Its more important to Jesus that people can see the indiscriminate love of God in us, whatever the cost, than that they can see our nationality. 


Jesus is aiming at something more bold, courageous and audacious than what even the revolutionaries and the guerrilla warriors want.  Like them, he disapproves of the Romanization program. Like them, he wants Israel to be God's light to the nations. Like them, he wants Romans and pagans to come to Jerusalem for instruction and conversion, and not the other way around, to "beat the swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks." And look! They're already here! And they brought their swords and spears with them! Now let's help them beat those swords into plowshares and those spears into pruning hooks with the only weapon that has any hope of disarming them and transforming them from foe to friend: the indiscriminate love of God for friend and foe alike, so that the peace-making law of God will go forth from here to the nations from which they came. And beyond. Then  Jesus is saying, my beloved Israel will fulfill her sacred mission in the world, for which she is the chosen people. Then will be fulfilled God's promise to Abraham, that "Through you shall all nations be blessed." Or don't you believe what the prophets promised, O you of little faith? And when you prayed from the psalms, "May all the nations praise you, O God," were you talking in your sleep? 


Don't let the fact that they don't yet appear ready to beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks scare you into taking up your own swords and spears against them. What are those human weapons of death against God's weapons of life, especially, his perfectly indiscriminate love?"


 Where so many looked at the brutal and corrupt Roman occupation and saw nothing but a threat to their very future and identity, and a national humiliation crying out for revenge, Jesus saw a missionary opportunity for the peaceful fulfillment of God's promises, and of God's global purposes, which cried out for love. This makes of Jesus' command to love one's enemies and to pray for our persecutors nothing less than a missionary mandate for the fulfillment of Israel's glorious destiny and the renewal of all creation, the entire world, through a force greater than all others: God's perfectly indiscriminate love. From the lips of Jesus, loving our enemies is nothing less than God's plan to reverse the Gentile domination of Israel and transform it into the fulfillment of the prayers, the promises and the purposes of God's Word. It aims beyond the prevention of a disastrous war, and toward the renewal of the world through the conversion of the nations, so that all who accept God's perfectly indiscriminate and unmerited love, and who pass it on, become the new, global people of God--the new and expanded Israel-- which was promised by Israel's prophets, and prayed for in the Psalms. 


And if this sounds outlandish and impossible, consider how Jesus embodied and acted out this plan for the salvation of the nations in his own occasional contacts with Romans. When one Roman officer approached Jesus and told him, "I am not worthy that you should come under my roof, only say the word and my servant shall be healed," Jesus was so favorably struck that he said, "I have not seen such faith in Israel!" And he healed the Roman servant. If this plan for the stunning reversal of Israel's humiliation still seems outlandish or naive, consider how God vindicated it when Jesus walked out of his tomb alive, after his death at the hands of the Romans. And this plan of redemption accelerated and expanded when Jesus' disciples took the message of his resurrection victory to these very same oppressing pagan nations, and began making disciples from among them,  motivated as they were by that same indiscriminate and unmerited love of enemies which Jesus showed on the cross. Peter's first such pagan convert was also a Roman officer by the name of Cornelius. 


So the new people of God,  including the former Gentile enemies who have been loved into the kingdom of God--namely, us-- now constitute a new nation transcending all nations, as foreseen by the prophets, the new Israel under a bigger tent. That makes “love your enemies” not just good advice, if you think you can manage it. It is the foreign policy of God's kingdom, not for the conquest of its enemies, but for their conversion, their adoption, and their inclusion into God's growing kingdom. This foreign policy requires of us at least as much courage, sacrifice and devotion as what our friends and family members and some of us have shown in military uniform, only now without any weapons or body armor: the courage to stake our lives, and the future of the world, upon the perfectly indiscriminate love of God for all people, Jew and Gentile, friend and foe, alike.


It also requires of us a different way of looking at the enemies and problem people who come into every life. Instead of asking, "What can I do to be rid of them?" or "What might I do to vanquish them?"  we can begin by praying, "Why, God, did you bring them into my life?" Or "Why do you allow them?" And, most importantly, "What would Jesus do to love them?" and therefore, "What must I do to love them?"


This divinely-inspired indiscriminate love is the means by which God's kingdom is still spreading in the world. There is therefore finally no distinction to be made between our evangelistic witness to the world and "the things that make for peace," because they both blend to the same end: the disarming of God's enemies through God's magnanimous and indiscriminate love, so that we and they may finally become "us," citizens together of God's kingdom, a kingdom that stands wherever we do "the things that make for peace." 
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