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(Note – I preached on this day without notes – but this is what I had written in the  manuscript. What I shared with the congregation was different, but similar.)

On Thursday Shannon and I changed the preaching schedule for this week. She was scheduled to preach, but something came up unexpectedly that she wanted and needed to do – and I was glad to switch off with her.  Which means I had not spent all week thinking about what I was going to say this morning. And sometimes that is a good thing. It allows us to speak more from the heart, which is what I want to do today.

I would like to be more casual this morning – perhaps offering more of a testimony than a sermon. And I want to focus this morning on the fact that this is Memorial Day weekend. I don’t usually focus on a cultural or national day, such as Mother’s Day or Father’s Day. I might mention it, make note of it, but usually don’t focus the service or the sermon on it. But today, I want to take the opportunity of Memorial Day weekend to speak about faith, to speak about our world, to speak of the complexities of it all.

I grew up learning about Jesus, and never did I learn that Jesus called us to violence, to war, to revenge. Quite the opposite actually. I heard in the stories of Jesus a call to love each other – even to love our enemies. I heard Jesus say – turn the other cheek, if someone asks for your coat, give them your shirt as well. If someone is hungry feed them. And on and on.

So it was always a hard stretch for me to try and understand how the church so readily sent our young men and now women to war. There was not much counseling, if any, for young persons to stand apart from war as conscientious objectors. I grew up in a post World War 2 world – as many of you also did. I did not have to face the terrible tragedies of that war and of those times. I grew up during the Vietnam War. I remember two of my uncles who were in Vietnam. I remember the empty places at the table when the family gathered for holidays. I remember the anxiety about their safety. I remember seeing scenes of the war on the evening news. I remember the debate back home about the morality and ethics of the war.

When I was of age, the draft had been removed from the obligations of young men – replaced by an all volunteer armed force. I did not have to decide what I would do at age 18 – would I register or not? I think I would have chosen another way – to be a conscientious objector – but I never had to decide. And I don’t know who would have encouraged me and supported me in making that decision. And thank goodness our children have not had to make that decision either – although they did have the opportunity to join the armed forces if they so chose.

William Sloan Coffin reminds us that the Bible is ambiguous on matters of war and peace. There is the famous verse from Isaiah – “And they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.” But in the 3rd chapter of Joel proclaims that there is a “time to beat ploughshares into swords, pruning hooks into spears; let the weak say, I am a warrior.” We need to own that our own sacred texts are ambiguous.  And I think we also need to remember that everything Biblical is not Christ-like.

In the past 10 years we have felt the pain of violence in our own land. This September will be the 10 year anniversary of the attack on the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and the failed attempt on the Capitol or White House. We have fought back in the name of national security, and unfortunately also in the name of God. Saying we are the light that shines and we must stop the evil. We have debated the ethics of torture. And recently we have, by presidential authorization, killed Osama Bin Laden.

I do not know if we will ever get to having a world where war is part of history, not a reasonable way to solve current problems. For we have so much power that we can easily destroy Earth. We think it will never happen – that our leaders will be smarter than that. And yet, we the public, even we in the churches, support a military budget that 10 years ago was spending $500,000 a minute, $8,000 a second on a military budget larger than any other in the world and larger than most all military budgets combined. How many things we Americans are paying for that we don’t need and how many things we need that we are not willing to pay for.  What if we put that money into building community, improving schools, helping the poor, feeding the growing numbers of hungry in our world. What might be possible?

Again it is William Sloan Coffin who observes – The ethical impulses of political leaders tend to be much weaker than their political impulses that in order not to stand out they’ll do almost anything to fit in.

You can see that I have a deep frustration with our leaders who have led us into two wars – with Iraq and Afghanistan – that I do not think were necessary or useful. But I am not surprised that they led in this way. What does haunt me is that the church seems to have had so little to say to our own people about how following Jesus might take us in different directions. Maybe we didn’t say much because we didn’t know what to say. Maybe we didn’t say much because we ourselves were overwhelmed by fear and anquish. Carter Heyward explores this fear in a short book entitled “God in the Balance.”

I don’t know if we can ever have a world with no violence. Earth holds the scars of our violent tendencies. Earth holds in graves the bodies of young men and women who have died fighting for some cause – often for freedom. 

I have been deeply influenced by Dietrich Bonhoeffer who made a painful, prayerful decision to give up being a pacifist in order to join in the plot to assassinate Hitler.  I remember how Gandhi even said that nonviolent resistance is the best thing but that violent resistance to evil is better than no resistance at all. There were wise men. They surely dealt with the complexities of their times with as much wisdom and care as possible. And yet even they gave in to at least the possibility of violence in the end.

I do not know what is the faithful response to terrorism or war. I do know that many people before me chose to fight in a world war that was brutal and terrifying. My dad was one of those. I would guess that many of us could name relatives that fought. And today, in many cemeteries, American flags will be placed on the graves of those who served in the military. Those who gave up years of their youth to protect the freedom of their loved ones. 

What I am saying is this. Each of us, in the times that we live, must decide what is the faithful thing to do. But it is more than that. We don’t just decide this when the violence erupts. No, we must decide it each and every day. We must be salt of the Earth. We must be a light that shines. We must keep that light burning. We must keep the flavor to our saltiness. This is what makes us peacemakers. We help make it happen by the faith practices, the disciplines of our lives. We don’t just say – I am going to follow Jesus – then keep living the way we always have. No. We have to practice living like Jesus. We have to work at it. We have to give our lives to it. We have to let it change us. We have to grow in love. So that we have the internal spirit that when someone wrongs us, we don’t so easily go to the place of seeking revenge, but instead we love the other person even in the face of the wrong they have done to us. 

I have been watching the musical Les Miserable – a powerful new production that came out last year. A powerful story of transformation and forgiveness. I am struck by the power of loving your enemy that comes through with two of the characters.  And it starts when a thief steals silver from a priest – and instead of the priest having this man arrested – this man who had just been released from prison after serving 19 years for stealing bread to feed his family – the priest tells the police the silver was a gift – and then says to the thief later – use this gift wisely so that you can live your life well. Take the grace and be transformed.

I like the name of one of the other UCC churches in town – Circle of Mercy. I think that is what we are called to be – circles of mercy, where each of us realizes our own potential for violence, our own mistakes and messes in life, but also knows the power of God’s mercy and forgiveness, and practices that with gratitude. Or we could use the words of Parker Palmer – Circles of Trust. Circles in which we can be vulnerable with each other and grow in the safety of loving relationships. However we do it, I think this is what Jesus would have us do.  Instead of putting all our resources into a war machine that we might need at some time, in a world where our technology is such that we can easily destroy not only our enemies but all the world around us – what if we put our resources into building communities where children can have a future, where schools are well equipped and learning is fun, where health care is for all, where no one goes hungry. Where we learn the art of loving. Where we learn to be in harmony with Earth. 

That kind of world is possible. It will take courage. Some of us will have to be bold enough to risk trying. I don’t think this kind of world will be created by politicians. I think it has to come from people like you and me who just make up our minds and live this good life with all our hearts. The politicians will figure it out someday. And we have to find a way to deal with violence. There has to be some force that can stop violence when it comes. And there are some good ideas out there for what that could look like – we will talk about them in the just peace church studies. So come to that please.

So I end this today by saying – I am grateful for those who have given their lives to what they thought was the right thing to do. Memorial Day was begun as a time of reconciliation – did you know that? So let us be reconciled to each other. Let us learn from the horrors of those wars we have known where soldiers came home and never shared any of their experiences because it was too horrific to mention. And some came home never to be the same again. Let us not glorify war, but let us promise to do all we can to stop war from being an option on the table. We have killed enough already. Let us find a way to love our way into a new future. Let us be salt and light so that the world can remember that another way is possible. Amen.




