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“The Gospel of Peace”
Ephesians 6:10-20 & John 6:56-69


Many of you know that I had an opportunity to attend the Kamehameha Schools – Kapälama Campus in Honolulu on the island of O‘ahu over forty years ago.  I began as a student at the Kamehameha Schools Preparatory Department and later continued through what was originally the Kamehameha School for Boys.  It was during my freshmen year in high school that the School for Boys and the School for Girls were combined into a coeducational campus.


All through my high school years the boys were required to participate in the school’s ROTC or Reserved Officers Training Corps program.  We were informed that by going through the program we were being trained for possible future military service.


Over the years I have come to appreciate a few aspects of the program.  But with each passing year I am becoming more and more convinced that the military training for 13, 14, 15, and 16-year-old boys was at best inappropriate.  


We learned about weapons and munitions.  We learned about identifying ammunition shells by color codes and were expected to know their use and effectiveness in combat.  We learned about what to do when a fellow soldier suffered catastrophic wounds.  


Whatever value others may have seen in such training I did not see.  While we express dismay today about young boys in Africa and other parts of the world who are coerced into combat as boy soldiers, we were in one sense being pressed into a future where we ourselves would become soldiers.  Many of us would be too young to drink or vote but not too young to kill.


I suppose those years of ROTC have shaped my thinking about war and peace.  In our reading from The Letter of Paul to the Ephesians we find militaristic images which seem unsuitable to the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  But they are just that  - images. (Preaching Through the Christian Year – B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 389).


Paul challenges those who were in the church in Ephesus to be vigilant in their struggle to bring about peace.  While he speaks of weapons of warfare he makes clear that such weapons are not about tanks and guns or bombs and fighter jets.  


Instead they are the weapons of truth and righteousness, of faith and salvation.   For Paul the whole armor of God consists of a belt, breastplate, shield, and helmet.  These weapons of warfare are not to be directed toward enemies of blood and flesh but against the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly places (Ephesians 6:12).


Paul insists that Christians are not engaged in a conflict between themselves and other human beings.  It is instead against cosmic forces.  The conflict between good and evil in every age, including our own, involves forces beyond our human understanding and limitations.  (Op. cit., page 388).


If we are to do battle, Paul reminds us that the individual pieces of armor symbolize qualities of God, not ordinary human virtues.  By appropriating the armor as our own we are equipped to face such conflicts.

Despite Paul’s insistence that the conflict is not among human beings, we know that if we are to proclaim the gospel of peace in the heavenly places, we must also proclaim it from the mountain tops to the valleys and the places beside the sea.   If we think of peace only as the cessation of war we will ultimately fail in bringing about a lasting peace in our lives and in our world. 


Some say the Hebrew word shalom means “peace.”  But to say shalom means “peace” would be oversimplify its meaning.  To know and to experience shalom is to be aware that peace is the presence of wholeness, not the absence of conflict. 


In other words if we say we want a lasting peace in our lives and in our world it will not come about because we bring an end to human wars or cosmic battles.  A lasting peace will come when we see the need for wholeness in our own lives.


What happens to us when we feel hurt or angry or betrayed by what someone may have said or done?  Do we hold onto our feelings of hurt or anger or betrayal?  


Peace in our lives, in our church, in our community, in our world will come when we are willing, the Hawaiians would say, to be he alo a he ao – face to face with one another.  Most of us would choose to avoid such face to face encounters because we have convinced ourselves that it’s best to avoid such conflicts.


We are not unlike the mother who spoke of her struggle with her son.  “After the end of a long day,” she said, “I slapped my seven-year-old son across his face so hard that I left a mark.  He’d been arguing with me for more than an hour, and I was desperate to shut him up.”


“Immediately I was stunned by my violent outburst.  I’d spanked my children a few times before, but never anything like this.  The next day his day-care provider reported me to Child Protective Services, and rightly so."


“It was both humiliating and humbling.  I agreed to attend parenting classes and family therapy.”


“Since then I’ve become more aware of my frustration over being a single mom.  I’ve also realized that my children act out to get my attention.  Divorce has been hard on them.  They didn’t choose this life or the pain and frustration they’ve experienced because their parents split up.”


“We’re learning to talk and heal and support one another; not to judge; to be patient, kind, honest.  I’m ashamed to admit, though, that I’m still tempted to take the easy way out.  Hitting is quicker than working things through.”  (Anonymous)


When we experience conflict within our own families and among our own friends, it is tempting to take the easy way out.  When we experience conflict between one another within the life of the church, it is tempting for us to avoid one another.  But if we are to proclaim the gospel of peace, if we are to bring wholeness into our lives and our world, we will find the strength and power to do so by putting on the whole armor of God.  


I will keep you all in my prayers throughout the next month.  I will be spending part of my time working on the exterior of my home.  In late September I will be traveling to Williamstown, Massachusetts as a member of Hawai‘i delegation that will be participating in a three-day conference on missions.  


While I am away you will have opportunities to worship with Kahu Kalani Wong  and members of the Deputation Team from the Kamehameha Schools – Maui Campus.  You will also hear from Taka Harada and Uncle Jimmy Aarona, two of our lay pastors.


I will see you all again on Sunday, October 1st.


Aloha!
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