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Three passages about power and peace.  First one from Older Testament of a vision of peace, of shalom.  The Hebrew word is “shalom”, a much fuller word than our English word “peace”.  Shalom is an expansive word that means wellbeing, wholeness, health, justice, self-determination, freedom, right relationships between God and people, between people, between people and the earth & its creatures.  This passage is a sweeping vision of a new heaven and a new earth, a transformation of power relationships, where what we come to accept as the natural order of things is turned upside down – where the wolf and the lamb, the predator and prey lie down and eat together.  An audacious vision beyond our full comprehension – and we wonder:  is this vision for real? To quote Woody Allen, more of a realist:  “When the wolf and the lamb lie down together, neither gets much sleep.” 
Our third passage this morning is a declaration of the early church that in Christ Jesus, through the power of the gospel of God’s grace and mercy, they discovered this equalizing dynamic that wipes out all the divisions and pulls down all the walls of society that tend to values people differently, keep people in their place, and foster hostility between groups:  divisions of ethnicity and nationality, of citizens and aliens, of class and race and economics.  Adult class has been studying how very real these divisions were in ancient Israel; they are divisions with us still in our society. Through the cross, through the blood of Jesus, the early Christian community glimpses a vision of a new world order, a transformed society acting on different principles.

Sandwiched between is this second reading from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  It seems, at first glance, to be a prescription for Christians to acquiesce and submit in the face of dominating power and abusive authority. To be push-overs in order to keep the peace. This is not real ‘peace.” Often misunderstood passage.  Jesus begins by quoting from the Older Testament, “you have heard it said: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth,” oft quoted to this day to measure out justice and punishment.  It was intended instead to limit violence and retaliation.  In a culture much like the proverbial Hatfields and McCoy’s with long-standing family feuds and vicious retaliation, where resorting to violence was considered an act of honor, an isolated incidence of violence could mushroom and escalate with retaliation far out of proportion.  The Older Testament determined that for the loss of an eye, you can justify taking only another eye and no more.  But Jesus blows apart this equation with a new ethic.  
Jesus is quoted as saying “do not resist an evildoer.”  This is an unfortunate mistranslation.  Jesus was always resisting evil and calling upon his followers to do the same. What he speaks against here is violent resistance, responding to violence with violence, which changes nothing, is no witness to the gospel message. Instead he challenged his followers to come up with creative alternatives in resisting dominating power and abusive authority by using kingdom values, values of a vision of shalom. Remember, Jesus is living and speaking to folks living in an occupied country.  An invading army has taken over their government and is calling the shots.  Justice is Roman justice, reinforcing domination. Folks were wondering how to act.  How could God let this happen?  What were they supposed to do as faithful people?  Should they just go along, not makes waves, keep a low profile, stay out of the way of the military as much as they could?  Should they collaborate? Should they take up arms themselves? How do they live as people of power and peace when they had no political power and peace and justice seemed like illusions?

Jesus sets up three scenarios:  If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to them the other also.  Now it is important to understand some of the nuances in these scenes, based on Middle Eastern culture and tradition, especially in ancient days. The logistics are such that to be struck on the right cheek by another actually implies a backhanded slap. (left hand reserved for bathroom purposes; right hand would have been used for striking) Jesus is talking more insult than injury here, a blow intended to humiliate.   To turn the other cheek is not an order to let someone bully and abuse you.  It’s a way of saying, instead, stand your ground and stand up to them and don’t allow them to diminish you. Dare them to treat you as an equal. You do not have to be goaded into submission nor to retaliation but can choose how you will react. You can be a bigger person, a better person than they and maybe they will wake up and notice. Now there’s risk, this strategy may not work, but Jesus proposes that this has a better chance in the long run to fundamentally change the power of this relationship than anything else could.

Scenario 2:  If someone wants to sue you for your coat, give them your cloak as well. The background here is a courtroom scene in debtor’s court. Landless, poor peasants being taken advantage of by the richer class and the injustice of this. Coat would have meant shirt tunic, cloak would have been outer garment.  Someone is being sued literally for the shirt off their back, and the set up is that this is an outrageous abuse of power taking advantage of someone who has little to nothing to give.  It was legal for someone to sue for payment that would involve someone’s clothing, but not their outer garment, which would be needed for nighttime and some shelter.  Jesus’ creative response to this unjust situation is to not only give up your inner garment but to freely give up your outer one as well, which would render you naked in the court of law.  This is the stuff of nightmares for many of us, to be naked in a public place, but in Jesus’ day, it wasn’t shameful to be naked – it was more shameful to see someone naked.  In other words, Jesus’ response is to urge his followers to “expose” injustice (pardon the pun!) for all to see, expose those whose greed and ability to dominate was going unchecked and to do so in creative, non-violent ways. 
Scenario 3: If anyone (read: of the occupation forces, a soldier) forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.  It was legal for a Roman soldier to force anyone to carry their pack, their gear, for a mile.  But only one mile.  Any more was a violation of military code and could get them in trouble.  Again, Jesus’ instruction is not to be a push-over in the face of abusive authority and power domination, but to urge his followers to meet this challenge head on with their own sense of personal power and freedom by volunteering to go more, as if you say you really can’t make me carry this for you. I am not cowering in the face of your unjust power and dominating authority; I am choosing to do this of my own free will. 
Jesus then proposes the outrageous idea of loving and praying for our enemies.    Perhaps there is no other saying of Jesus this blunt, this counter-intuitive in many ways, this challenging, this hard for us to put into practice.  And there is probably no other practice with the potential of changing us and changing the world and changing our relationships with God, each other, and the whole of creation than this command, either.  Again, taken in context, this is not a command to be a push-over – rather, the opposite.  This is not a command to give up our personal power or allow abuse – rather, the opposite. 
One of our visitors to worship, Mark Roley, shared some of his prayer journalling with me recently, and I appreciate especially one of the things he writes, that praying for world peace in the abstract “makes about as much sense as praying for “whirled peas.”   “To change the world, change the way you pray. Praying for the good things for our enemy changes you.  The enemy is no longer seen as other, but like ourselves: that is, human.” 

When we bring it out of the abstract and instead pray for our enemies – that’s when real change can happen.  We can’t pray for our enemies and demonize them.  We have to treat them as human beings, worthy of God’s attention. And to pray for our enemies in this way, we find ourselves changed. Mahatma Gandhi, who had a huge impact as a change-agent in the world once said,  “Become the change you seek. 
We are not called as Christians to be victims in this world.  Nor are we called to act as if we are powerless. When it comes to the gospel of Jesus Christ and the vision of the kingdom of God, when it comes to our spiritual tools of power and peace, God can do great things within us and among us as we keep before us the vision of a new heaven and a new earth, the kingdom of God where God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven. Peace in the scriptures is not personal salvation in a vacuum.  It is a call for us as believers to make a difference in this world of ours in the cause for shalom.  
