“Making Peace in a Time of War”

December 7, 2008
Dr. Kipp Wolfe


As I said during the prayer time, we come on this second Sunday of Advent, also known as Peace Sunday, with the calendar falling on December 7th with memories of Pearl Harbor for many if not all of us on our minds.  We have words such as “Remember Pearl Harbor.” “Never again.” “Never forget.” 

In the midst of those words it is easy for us to forget the word, “peace.” Peace Sunday is not the church at its best. Let me give you an example. We have purple candles and a pink candle on our advent wreath. Some of you have probably seen candles of other colors: blue, rose, white, gold. If the truth were told, the most appropriate color for the candle on Peace Sunday in the church would be yellow. 

We have not lived up to our calling as children of peace, and often ministers are the guiltiest. We follow one who is known as “The Prince of Peace.” Time and time again in the scriptures, Jesus spoke of peace. When others spoke of him, they spoke of peace. At his birth, the angels came singing, “Peace on earth, good will to men.” 

When Jesus was about to enter Jerusalem, remember how he wept over the city and said, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, killing the prophets and stoning those who were sent to you. How often would I have gathered you together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, but you would not. Even today you do not know the things that make for peace.” In one of his last appearances to his disciples after the crucifixion, what we call the post-resurrection appearance, one of the last words Jesus said to the disciples was the word, peace. 

We are called to be a people of peace. I am not speaking now of the wars in Iraq or Afghanistan. I don’t want you to worry that I’m going to be critical of President Bush or President-Elect Obama, although certainly I could. They have both endorsed policies that have not pursued the way of peace. Our troops in Iraq and Afghanistan are being killed by weapons that we have sold or given to those nations. As a nation, often we have not pursued the way of peace. Do you remember a few weeks ago the lectionary reading from the 25th Chapter of Matthew, the parable of the last judgment? In that parable we read that all the nations of the world will be gathered together, not the individuals, the nations of the world will be gathered together. They will be judged according to how they have lived as nations. I would hope that on this Peace Sunday you would at least do this: pray for our nation. Pray that our nation’s leaders would pursue the way of peace instead of the way of war. 

On this Peace Sunday, however, I am thinking mainly of another kind of war. You all know what I’m talking about. Husbands and wives can live in open conflict with each other, struggling to “one up” each other, to see who can say the thing that is the most hateful. At other times they live in what we call a cold war situation, neither one even speaking. “I’ll show her. I won’t speak to her,” or “I’ll show him. I might not ever speak to him again.” Those couples waste days, weeks, or even months of their lives living in some kind of cold war situation. 

Pat Conroy, the author of the Prince of Tides, said, “Every happy family is happy in the same way, but every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” Families are at war within themselves. Neighbors, next-door neighbors live by each other and don’t speak to each other because someone got upset years ago. It can happen with co-workers. We can live as if we are at war. 

There are, it seems, certain obstacles to peace for most of us. The first obstacle it seems to me is this: “The person with whom we are least at peace is often the one we see in the mirror every day. Remember what Paul said? “I don’t do what I want to do. I do the very thing I hate.” We are at war within ourselves because we do not choose the way of peace. I’m going to ask you to say something in a little bit that is easy to say in this setting, but when you are having an argument with someone it is one of the most difficult things to say. I believe that one of the most chief obstacles to peace is admitting that we are wrong. 

John the Baptist came with a message of repentance. Repentance means an admission that you were wrong. Repentance means literally “to turn around.” You’re going the wrong way. You need to repent. You need to turn around. I want you to repeat something with me at this time. Say these three words: “I was wrong.” That’s simple to say here, isn’t it? However, when you’re having an argument with your spouse, those words aren’t so easy to say are they? A woman by the name of Patricia McCarthy has written these words, 
“We want peaceful homes, but what efforts do we put into making that happen? We complain about the violence on television and in the movies, yet we continue to expose ourselves to it. We worry about the violence in our children’s lives, yet we buy toys that foster it. We disapprove of the greed and fierce competition in professional sports, but we still support them. We seem disturbed by the slaughter of innocent people around the world, but we spend more than half of our tax money on the production and maintenance of the military machine. Our actions are sometimes inconsistent with our desires. We want peace yet we rarely step into the way of peace.”
Patricia McCarthy


I was wrong. One time Suzanne and I were eating in one of those fine restaurants where you order at the counter. The woman behind the counter asked us what we wanted to drink. Suzanne said she’d like a Dr. Pepper and the woman turned to me and I said, “I’d like a Dr. Pepper too.” She gave us two Dr. Peppers, we went to our table to wait for our order to come and about half way through the meal I went up to ask this woman for refills. She said to me, “You had Cokes, right?” I said, “No, ma’am. We had Dr. Peppers.” She said, “No, you had Cokes. You know, Dr. Pepper and Coke taste different don’t you?”  “Yes ma’am, I know that. I think for our refills we’d like Dr. Peppers, if that’s all right.” I would have taken a root beer if she would have given one to me by that time. 

It’s so hard to admit that we were wrong, but that is basic to repentance. There is something in our lives that is amiss. Often an obstacle to peace can be our own anger, whether we are angry with another person or with God or with ourselves. It’s not always wrong to be angry. Remember Paul said, “Be angry.” You need to be angry about some things, but then do you remember what he said? “Be angry, but don’t let the sun go down on your anger.” In other words, let go of your anger. Admission of being wrong and anger are obstacles of peace. 

There is one other obstacle that is greater than all of the others combined. Nearly always, when Jesus mentioned the word peace he would then say, “Be not afraid.” We can hear words today and it triggers a fear reflex in us: the economy, weapons of mass destruction, any one or anything that is different from us. We are so afraid. We can be so afraid for our own security that we hang on to our own belongings tightly, afraid to share with “the least of these.” We hang on so tightly and clench our fists so tightly to our own possessions that not even God is able to open our hands to receive the blessings that God offers to us. When we turn our backs on our brothers and sisters in need we are not pursuing the way of peace When we turn our backs on our brothers and sisters in need, we turn our backs on the one who is known as the Prince of Peace. 

There is Good News in what Paul shared with us. There is Good News about the way of peace. If we repent, if we live as persons of faith, we can open ourselves to the way of God in our lives. In the communion hymn we will sing this morning, there is a line from the hymn that says something about peace being flung upon all of the earth and that one day we will sing the song the angels sing. 

It is God’s will. It is not just a good idea. It is not something we are working to achieve. It is God’s will that the world be at peace. It is God’s will that our country be at peace. It is God’s will that our church be at peace. It is God’s will that your family be at peace. It is God’s will that you be at peace. 


In a hymn that was written by the poet, Longfellow, we will be singing these words in a few minutes: 

And in despair I bowed my head; 
“There is no peace on earth,” I said, 
“For hate is strong, and mocks the song 
of peace on earth, good will to men. 
Yet pealed the bells more loud and deep; 
“God is not dead, nor doth He sleep; 
The wrong shall fail, the right prevail, 
With peace on earth, good will to men.”

May it be so for each of us. Amen.
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