LET THE PEACE OF CHRIST RULE

Colossians 3: 12 Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.   13 Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.  14 And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. 15 Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful.  16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.  17 And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.


Bear with me if you remember this illustration which I used in a sermon long ago. It concerns a boatload of tourists in Brazil, out on the big wide waters of the Rio Negro, where it meets the even bigger, wider Amazon River. A tropical storm swooped in and began to swamp the tour boat with towering waves, so that it began listing to one side, taking on more water and listing some more. Fear got out of hand and became contagious, so that many passengers ran around in panic, screaming and crying. Others froze in place, not knowing what to do, hoping the crisis would just go away.


 And then there was a group of Japanese tourists, who simply and quietly passed out life jackets to each other, checking to make sure that everyone's jacket was properly fitted and snug. Then, all the tourists in this group took each other's hands in a circle and held on as the boat sank from beneath their feet and a whirlpool tried to pull them down with it. Some of the people who had panicked or frozen did drown, pulled under by the suction of the sinking boat. But it wasn't the water that took their lives, not with life jackets and rescue boats around. Uncontrolled fear did them in. Of those who held each other's hands while the whirlpool raged around them, all of them lived to tell the harrowing tale. 


Which just goes to show: when everything is going to ruin and people around us are losing their heads or freezing up in fear, someone has to stay calm, put on their life jacket, and hold out hands and life jackets for others.  It could be a panic about money, which we've seen in long bank lines last week. It could be over enemies, as we're constantly being told to fear the Iranians. If that someone who keeps his head and refuses to join the panic is not the disciple of Jesus, and if those people holding hands and helping each other resist the downward pull of fear are not the church of Jesus Christ, then who will it be? Or didn't anyone tell us that when we signed up with this outfit we were effectively enlisting in a fight, not a fight against other people, but against ourselves, especially against our fears.


And yet, sadly enough, I find that often Christians, and sometimes even peace-minded, peace-activist Christians, can be quite fearful, hostile, sometimes even hateful, hurtful, judgmental, even violent, and sometimes even in the name of peace.  While we are right to forswear the violence of the hand, we're not always immune to, or even aware of, the violence of  the heart, through violent words  and attitudes. Words that reveal attitudes of superiority, hostility, rage and, of course, fear. The first responsibility of peace-makers is to be the peace that we would make.


Its not that there aren't things worth getting angry or frightened about. I don't have to tell us what a scary time today is. So I won't. I'll resist the urge to recite a litany of growing public fears about the economy, war, a degrading culture, and the loss of certainties we once held about things like marriage, family, money, the rule of law and the value of work and community. 


Oops, I didn't resist that, did I? 


Then there are fears and anxieties we can short-circuit simply by doing the things we can, within our power, to fix them. But the really scary things are all those things over which we have no power. Like other nations, and other people.


As bad as it feels, sometimes fear is our friend. Like when you're driving and someone cuts you off, and a surge of adrenaline zips through your body, making you more vigilant and quicker to respond. Adrenaline heightens the body's survival responses to frightening things, like a lion in your path. So adrenaline is God's gift to us. But he doesn't appear that he gave it out equally. Some of us are so cool, calm and collected we can read our own obituary in the morning newspaper and be proud of all the things it says we did before we start to wonder if a serious mistake has been made. Others are just born with hair-trigger adrenaline responses that make us jump every time the phone rings or something moves in the corner of our vision. Sometimes, adrenaline responses stay on when switched on and won't shut off easily. Either way, we all struggle with fear: for one thing, knowing what's worth fearing or not (here's a hint--the stuff that most commercials try to make you afraid of, like "ring around the collar," are not worth the waste of adrenaline), and secondly, controlling fear so that it doesn't control us.  



People I have asked in the medical profession confirm what many of us suspect: that anxiety has lately taken on the nature of a social epidemic, that more and more people are being diagnosed and treated for anxiety and anxiety disorders, along with depression. Anxiety as a long-standing medical condition that is, and not just as a passing emotional state. Which I actually see as a hopeful and helpful thing. I'm glad its being medically treated whenever its a medical condition, since our minds and bodies and emotions and spirits are all wired so intimately together. Maybe anxiety and its handmaiden, depression, have always been there in large amounts before we began to diagnose and treat them medically. Only before then, we didn't recognize it, as long as people denied it, or tried to self-medicate it with over-work, binge-shopping, acting out sexually, alcohol and other drugs,, perfectionism and obsessive efforts to control things and people. 


When I ask people, What do you think is at the root of all this growing anxiety? I hear answers about things like maybe chemicals in our environment, or a radical change of life style so that we're no longer spending our lives outside, working ourselves into a physical fatigue growing food and just staying alive. Instead, we're most often inside, working ourselves into mental exhaustion juggling all the conflicting responsibilities and expectations of modern life. Technology permits us to do amazing things. But it also has a dark side: the more we can conceivably do, the more we are expected to do--or expect ourselves to do.


 And then there are forces outside our control like, war, the economy and changing social values. To which I would add fear and over-stimulation as a growth industry. Most of the movies made seem to be about fear. Is it that some people don't feel like they're really alive, unless they're scared out of their wits? Advertising works on fear. As for over-stimulation, I remember working summers as a painter and wondering why someone at the construction site always has to be playing screaming, shrieking, head-banging, heavy-metal rock music all day long, and at maximum volume? It was like drinking twelve cups of coffee, but through the ears.


Finally, there is change. Fear comes with every change the way ants come with picnics. And the pace of change is accelerating. The days when you could expect to be born, live and die in the same place, among the same people, while working one career all your life, are going, going.... gone. That makes life interesting. But also more stressful. 


And then there is the change we are facing as a church, as we search for a new place to gather for worship and ministry before the year is out. In our heads we knew that renting always came with a chance of moving. We moved once before, and came out the better for it. And most of us have preferred renting, as a church. But even then, that does not prevent a move from generating some scary feelings, feelings like homelessness, or powerlessness, or impermanence. If we've known those ugly feelings before, of course we don't like feeling them again. We may know in our heads at least that the church is people; that all a church needs in order to be a church are God, the Bible and each other, and that those have had to be enough for many Christians in many times and places. Yet for many of us, a church building has also long been a symbol of home, of permanence, power, and of respectability. Do we lose those things, or lack them, if we don't buy or build a sanctuary of our own, if we keep renting? I don't think so.


But we have to face such natural fears and name them in this time of transition. But I can assure us that beyond these natural fears of change  lie marvelous opportunities for ministry and growth as God calls us to a new place in a new location. The most important and exciting things about Emmanuel Mennonite Church will not change with this upcoming move. Only the place in which we enjoy them. And the new people with whom we will share them. I encourage us then to look at the church not as a fortress of permanence and power, which is what most church architecture communicates, but as a ship on a voyage, or as a pilgrim people walking to the Promised Land together. Those are more common biblical images of God's people. As for the fortress of permanence and power....that is actually a biblical image of God, not of his people. 


And if change, and all the conflicting demands of life were not enough, add to that the enemy of our souls, the evil one, also known as The Accuser of the Brethren and the Adversary, or in Hebrew, “Satan.” Fear is his most potent weapon. Fear is the hook he hides under selective morsels of truth, half-truths such as, “We are not worthy of God's care;” or “We are not wise enough for the challenges ahead,” or “Your brother or sister in Christ has a glaring fault,” or as he said to Eve, “God is withholding something from you.” There is always some half-truth in everything he insinuates. But through fear he points the finger at us, or each other, when we must be looking at God.  We are no match for him. But he is no match for God, God's love and the truth.  


Today's Bible passage was written to people struggling with fear. New Christians in the city of Colossae, a minority in their pagan culture, from what we can tell in Paul's letter, they tried to find security in a strange brand of pagan and Jewish legalism. Maybe if we do some or all of these rituals and codes in the Old Testament, they seem to have thought, we will earn God's pleasure. But it obviously was not giving them any peace, not with themselves, probably not with each other, judging by the advice Paul gives about how to live peaceably with each other and love each other. To that end, for peace in their hearts, peace in their homes and peace in their churches, Paul keeps turning their attention to Christ as their sufficiency, Christ as their security, Christ as their peace. So Paul writes, "Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts."


That's really the summary statement of this whole passage: that "the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, for you were called to peace as one body." All the other things he says about life together are ways to cultivate that peace, and to live it out. The way Paul says, "Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts," tells me that the peace of Christ is not something we have to go out and find; we simply have to stop running so hard and let it find us. The peace of Christ is not something we have to go out and labor to make; in some respects, we must stop laboring so hard at the wrong things--or at impossible things--and let the peace of Christ re-make us. Its not up to us to cause the peace of Christ to happen, nor to construct it or create it, or to impose it upon others so that it rules over them, but simply to invite Christ and his peace to rule in our hearts. That we must do at least once in every life, to get the ball rolling. And that we must do again every time we become aware of our fears. 


And there's the rub. Something in us resists being ruled. And rightfully so, if we're talking about fellow fallible human beings who tend to get blinded and corrupted and made crazy by the power to rule anyone or anything else. Who wants to let them or that rule in our hearts? But we're not talking about Adolf Hitler or Osama Bin Laden here; we're talking about the peace of Christ. And letting Christ and his peace rule our hearts does indeed involve some surrender. Some surrender of control. Or of the illusion of control. 


How do we do that? How do we stop and let the peace of Christ find us? I put out the call this week to people to tell me how they restore equilibrium, how they return to peace, how they let the peace of Christ back into their hearts once they have been knocked off balance by fear and anger. And since nobody responded I discovered, to my great fear and horror, that I should never have opened my mouth and made it so obvious that I was the only person to whom this ever happened. 


Just kidding. Actually, here are the wonderful responses I got: 

· Some responses fell into the category of prayer. One person said about prayer, “I can feel my mind and heart broaden as I look up from my navel-gazing and realize, to quote Anne Lamott, that "this is only one six-billionth about [me]." The worries and concerns that seem so monumental when I'm swimming against the current by myself are put aside. My perspective becomes grander when I accept the ever-present invitation to sit at God's side and see the world through His eyes. I feel at rest when I enter into prayer. No more striving, no more anxiety. Just resting, basking in God's love and the certainty that He is, and that He is more than...well, simply more than anything.”

· Others shared about repeating simple prayers to center themselves, such as the Jesus Prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” Or repeating the Lord's Prayer, or the Shepherd's Psalm, Psalm 23, until a sense of peace overcame the anxiety of the moment.

· Which leads to another category of responses: favorite scripture passages. And this fits with what Paul told the Colossians in verse 15, “Let the word of Christ dwell richly in you.” To this end, one person shared how she always brought to mind the words of Psalm 46: 10, "Be still and know that I am God." That in times of danger, doubt and perplexity, a still, small voice within said, "Be still and know that I am God." And when she came through and survived these situations, as she obviously did, she could point to people and events within those crises who proved to her that God is indeed still God. Another person shared about how big picture promises, like Micah 4, give them peace by reminding them of ---the bigger picture, in which God wins, and there's nothing left to fear. Micah 4 begins with that wonderful promise of how people of all nations will  flock to Mt. Zion, to the mountain of the Lord, to the Temple of Israel's God..."where they shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks..." ending with the promise that, "everyone will live in peace, among his own vineyards and fig tress, and no one will make him afraid; the Lord of Hosts has promised this." 

· When fears assail us and God feels distant, it can seem like all we have of God are his words. So hold onto those blessed words! Some scripture passages almost fit us like life jackets, such as the one mentioned above, "Be still and know that I am God." For me,  those wee hours of the morning, when I'm frustrated at being awake before the birds are even singing, are times when fears and guilt can come on  me like an advancing army. More than once I have clung to the words of Psalm 91 like a life jacket: "You need not fear the terror of the night, nor the arrow that  flies by day, nor the plague that stalks in the darkness....Because he loves me, says the Lord, I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name." So when the enemy of our souls, and the Accuser of the Brethren, turns his weapons of fear and accusation upon us, especially late at night, when all is dark and we are all alone, there's no sense in trying to justify ourselves. Such promises turn my attention away from the question of whether I am worthy or not of God's care and protection, and onto the nature and promises of God, which are all about care and protection.  

· Others mentioned music, especially hymns, like "My Hope is Built on Nothing Less Than Jesus' Blood and Righteousness." That fits with what Paul says in verse 16, about singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs in our hearts with gratitude to God.” For me, its hymns like, "Lead, Kindly Light," and the one we will sing, "Day by day."  When we sing that song, please pay attention to the serenity and the defiant confidence that are expressed in both the words and in the music.  I've long sensed much of the peace of Christ in the music of Johann Sebastian Bach, whose every piece of music carries this dedication: SDG, "Soli Deo Gloria," "Only to the Glory of God." So sometimes when I am agitated and reactive, Becky has asked me, "Have you had your daily dose of Bach yet today?" 

· Then some people mentioned physical activities. Like gardening as a time when the peace of Christ met them. And that resonates with my experience, too, that nature, under the wider horizons of the open sky, or along a powerful, moving river, is also a place in which these big, broad symbols of God's power and purposes make our own worries seem smaller by comparison. And more manageable. 

· But it wasn't just the outdoor setting. Fear and peace are both things that unite the body, mind, soul and spirit, not just in ourselves, but in relationship. So, I take a few deep, cleansing breaths someone said. Or the activity of moving, walking, and working toward some physical, visible result that will be positive and beautiful, like flowers, vegetables, a quilt, pottery, woodworking, masonry and concrete, helps some people release their anxieties through their bodies, and to fight that feeling of powerlessness that  always comes with anxiety. When we can do these things with others, in group efforts, that turns what could have become drudgery into community. And that undercuts the sense of isolation that also comes with anxiety, like ants at a picnic.

· And finally, it just helps to be around peaceful people. If anxiety can be contagious, so can peace. For all of us in any position of leadership and service, a big part of our jobs is managing our own anxiety and cultivating a contagious peace. Like Nelson Mandela did, when he was aboard a jet liner and an engine blew out. Passengers looked to him to see how they should respond. They saw him calmly continue to read the newspaper. So cool heads prevailed. Later, after the plane made an emergency landing, he confessed to someone, "that was one scary ride."


You've all seen it: a toddler throws a tantrum in a grocery store, right at the checkout line, where all those over-stimulating colors and images of candy and gum and celebrity faces were set, right at eye level. The contradiction between all the Yes! Yes! Yes! And Take me-take me-take me- Now! Now! Now! and her parents' No and Not Yet was too much for her to handle at her age, the world suddenly didn't make sense to her, and she had an anxious, angry melt-down.


And though I'm old enough to be her grandfather, I still know the feeling. The world still does not always make sense to me, either. But I'd like to think that enough of us learn how to take responsibility for the unavoidable fears and anger and confusion of life to make the world a reasonably peaceful place. That's our major task in growing up to become adults: wrestling with our fear monsters and overcoming them. Or learning to manage them when they won't go away entirely. And with whatever help we need from others.


And as the church of Jesus Christ, we are called to go a step further, to “let the peace of Christ rule in our hearts, because to peace we are called.” This peace won't make much sense to a world that runs on fear. But we can only take responsibility for ourselves. And our case for the greater “peace of Christ,” which “passes understanding” will only be compelling and convincing as we become the peace we wish to see. Together. Amen?
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