In the name of the Father Son and Spirit

When you think of the word peace – what do you think of?  I know I think of a log fire in autumn in a welsh farmhouse I know - drinking a double gin and tonic – what do you think of?

For many peace is somewhere else and not here.  During the summer months people are on the move as luggage-laden cars inch along packed motorways or hordes of people head for airports—all with the hope of some restful change from ordinary life. So often today we need to escape the world to find ourselves and peace – or so we think. 

Today’s readings picture people on the move concerning peace, but for very different reasons. The reading from Isaiah concludes that book with the hope for the returning exiled Jews - that they will again “live with delight” at Jerusalem’s abundant blessing of peace by God, which is followed by the gathering of “nations of every language” before Israel’s God (66:18). 

In the Gospel, Jesus sends 72 followers on a journey to proclaim peace, to bring healing - and to announce that God’s kingdom is at hand.

While all the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John include a mission of the Twelve, only Luke adds a second mission of the 72 (or in many manuscripts the 70). The numbers are symbolic perhaps of the 72 nations of the world in Genesis chapter 10, or of the 70 elders whom Moses chooses to be assistants (Ex. 24:1). This second Lukan mission prepares the way for the universal mission of the church in Acts and repeats the motif from Isaiah that God’s goodness is inclusive of all peoples.

The Lukan missionaries are to travel light, with a deep trust in God and in those who will receive them. Their first words whenever they enter a house are “Peace to this household,” and if a person characterized by peace welcomes them, God’s peace will rest on that house. Peace is the biblical shalom, wholeness or security, the result of a right relationship with God your neighbour.  That Yes to love your neighbour as yourself is in the Old Testament too – a higher calling for Jews and Christians together as expressed in Isaiah. 32:17, “Justice will bring about peace; right will produce calm and security”). The God of Isaiah promises the returning exiles, “I will spread peace over Jerusalem like a river”. In Isaiah God who brings peace is compared to a mother cradling and comforting a child.

Yet another voice hovers behind Isaiah’s vision of peace and the Gospel message. Jesus foretells rejection of the travelling missionaries, and through the centuries Isaiah’s Jerusalem has most often been a mother mourning for her children. Jerusalem continues to stand as the Holy City – but at the same time – the place of incredible violence and intolerance. And Complete peace with God and within the human family may never unfold in human history, but it remains both a mandate and an ideal for which Christians in mission will continue to suffer. In urging dialogue to break down those religious barriers that have fostered wars of religion, Pope John Paul II wrote: “The name of the one God must become increasingly what it is: a name of peace and a summons to peace” (At the Beginning of the Third Millennium, No. 55). Wherever they travel Christians must first say, “Peace to this household.”

So how do we make sense of this call to peace in a City and country facing increased religious fanaticism – and not just in other faiths – but also in our own.  How do we live by the way of Peace, love and generosity in a world that is increasingly based on jealousy and hate.

It’s hard – within myself I have wrestled with anger watching 24 hour TV news with the attempted car bombs in London and Glasgow, it makes me mad.  It made me mad on Tuesday morning on Victoria Street when I had to lie on the floor of a shop for ½ an hour with other shocked shoppers until a suspect package had be checked out by the Bomb Squad.  These things make me mad – that some incredibly stupid individuals put fanatical rhetoric before human life – how can a man half singed by a bomb outside Glasgow airport kick and punch those who are seeking to help him shouting Allah Allah attempting to pull a cord to set off more bombs – I fail to understand how anyone can live like that? - but my call is not to project and escalate anger by projecting more violence into the world. We are called to live another way.  The way of peace and reconciliation.  So what can we do?

Well the first thing is respond to the call of Holy Scripture - to seek peace here and now – in our workplaces, in our homes, following the call by Jesus to make peace in our lives.  We do not need to escape to some gorgeous beech in the sun to find peace – the challenge is to make peace.

The second thing – is that as Christians – we must not collude with the media and an increasing culture of violence and exclusion.  We need to seek peace with those who despise us and may even hate us.  To not seek retribution. The potency of the Gospel – is whether we are prepared to live it.  Christianity as a faith – compared to the other Abrahamic faiths – is the most openended – and therefore seeks to follow Christ and mysterious God in any situation of life.  So our call is to discern God and what God is doing – that we may meet Christ in the face of our enemy, we meet Christ when we offer hospitality we encounter God when we choose to live by the love of God rather than the way of hate.  This way of living Costs.  Costs us our pride, our reputations, our egos, our sense of anger, but seeks God in the belief that God is drawing all things back into restored relationship with God.

As a sign of peace, the Moot congregation will be visiting s Central London Mosque as a sign of peace and willingness to learn.  Anyone here is welcome to join us.  The challenge is how we individually and collectively will seek to choose the way of life and love instead of the way of violence and death.  Only this will truly lead to the peace and shalom – and hope of the new but not fully yet Kingdom of God.
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