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We live in a world with neither swords nor plows—at least not the kind of plows 
that Isaiah was talking about.  Backhoes, rototillers, maybe, but here in Cape May, 
we’re not generally farmers.  There are some, of course, but as far as I know, not 
any of you.  So in our world, what would it look like, I wonder, to beat our swords 
into plowshares?  What would we smash up and re-purpose?  What deadly 
weapons would we break into pieces, in order to build something from those pieces 
that might give life, in order to grow something that could feed a family or a 
community? 
 
The vision of the coming reality on which we are focused in Advent, the vision of 
the coming kingdom of God, is a vision of peace.  Maybe primarily, the 
community that knows God is characterized by peace.  And here and now, well 
before the kingdom comes, Jesus tells the disciples and anyone who will listen, 
blessed are the peacemakers.  The peacemakers, though they may be mocked and 
underpaid and out of fashion, the peacemakers have a good thing going on, 
according to Jesus.   
 
I’m sure I’ve said before that the word we translate as “blessed” doesn’t mean that 
God has bestowed a holiness on them.  It means something more like “they are 
lucky,” but without the connotation of blind chance.  The poor, those who mourn, 
the meek, the merciful, the peacemakers, they are in a good place, they are on a 
good road.  We should look to them, to get a glimpse of the kingdom of God. 
 
It's not a list of the happiest people on earth, for sure. The poor in spirit, those who 
mourn… If the peacemakers are blessed, it’s not with prosperity.  It’s not even 
with peace.  Our society is at odds with itself, our world is struggling with 
combinations of war, social unrest, disease, poverty, and weather and it feels 
anything but peaceful.  The other night I was talking to friends about how hard it is 
to imagine the return of peace to Ukraine.  How does that happen?  It doesn’t seem 
to matter to Putin how much suffering the Russian army inflicts or endures.  So it’s 
hard to see how this ends.  Hard to see even what the role of a peacemaker would 
be.   
 
It often is hard to see, I think, how peacemaking can even be begun.  I think that’s 
because we assume that peacemaking happens after or in the midst of the rage, the 
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violence, the conflict.  Peacemaking is a project of somehow putting the genie of 
hatred and dehumanization back into the bottle.  Sure, it is.  Otherwise wars would 
be endless, hatreds would be handed down endlessly into the future.  Somewhere 
along the way, some peacemaker has to convince another and another, that this has 
to stop.  Someone has to say, enough.  
 
But peace is more than the cessation of violence.  In the Hebrew Bible, the concept 
of shalom is, as you may know, more than simply the absence of war.  Shalom is 
wellness, wholeness, even health.1  People in the Hebrew Bible stories ask each 
other, is it shalom with you?  Meaning, is everything as it should be?  Are you and 
your loved ones and your community thriving?  To answer no would mean not so 
much that you were under violent attack, but that you were living in some kind of 
anxiety, that you were ill, that you were in some kind of danger, maybe from an 
enemy or maybe from a famine. 
 
The olive branch seems to have become a symbol of peace because it takes years 
for an olive tree to produce fruit.  Planting those trees is done with a confidence in 
a future where army will not roll over the saplings, where people will still be there 
to tend and harvest for years into the future.  You don’t do that planting unless you 
have or you hope for some degree of shalom.  A fuller kind of peace. 
 
When Jesus talks about peace, this is the peace he is talking about.  A peace where 
not only are people not making one another bleed, they are tending to one 
another’s accidental wounds. Where those markers of a humane society, the widow 
and the orphan, are included and cared for, not exploited or thrown away. 
 
Maybe the peacemakers are blessed not so much because they’re settling disputes 
or putting out fires.  Maybe it’s because they’re building shalom—wellness, 
wholeness, harmony.  They’re building up the kind of healthy relationships that 
will make the settling of disputes unnecessary. They’re preempting violence and 
conflict.   
 
We can think of peacemaking sort of like healthcare.  The best kind healthcare is 
the not the surgery or medications that bring you back from the brink.  The best 
kind is the kind that gets you healthier when you are already reasonably healthy, 

 
1 I was reminded after the 11 am service that it’s crucial to separate the biblical meaning of shalom from anything 
happening with the Israel-Palestine conflict.  Because the word in biblical Hebrew has this fuller sense does not 
mean that contemporary speakers of Hebrew have any better understanding of what peace is and how to get 
there.  As far as I can tell, the Arabic cognate word, salaam, also meaning peace, has similar connotations of 
wholeness and safety. 
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that increases your strength and resilience, that keeps you healthy as long and as 
much of your life as possible.  It’s wonderful that we have antibiotics and other 
medications to treat the flu, let alone COVID.  But we still do what we can to avoid 
getting those viruses in the first place.  We have treatments for cancer, but we still 
discourage smoking.  Because it’s much easier to stay healthy while you are 
healthy than it is to get healthy when you’re sick.  
 
Peace is like that.  We need to seek it out and nurture it, strengthen and broaden it, 
make it more resilient, make sure it takes its vitamins and gets some exercise and 
gets its shots.   Eventually a conflict will arise.  If we have been taking care of the 
peace, we will be able to deal with the conflict before it turns into a war.  
 
I’m learning a lot through the classes my sons are taking.  Ahmet is now taking a 
sociology of law class, and I’m taking it vicariously.  One thing he’s learned is that 
statistically, by all measures that are available to us, punishment does not deter 
crime.  That is, no matter how many people you put in prison or how many 
prisoners you put on death row, none of that moves the crime rate up or down.  
What does affect the crime rate is good school systems, good infrastructure, 
economic and social opportunity, communities with wide horizons for everyone 
who lives there.  By the time the crime gets committed, it’s at least in one sense too 
late to make the peace, too late to repair the society.  The time to tend to the health 
of the society is before the crime gets committed.    
 
We all want to live in a nice neighborhood, a safe neighborhood, one without 
violence, without violent crime.  Common sense and the evidence tells us that a 
safe neighborhood is not one in which every resident owns a security system and a 
gun, supposedly for self-protection.  A good neighborhood has a good school, a 
well-funded library, a decent park—all of which are places where neighbors come 
to know one another.  Because a good neighborhood is one where people know 
each other and look out for one another.  And a good neighborhood is a safe 
neighborhood.  Because it’s a neighborhood—a place where people live together 
not as scattered individuals, but as neighbors to one another.  
 
Again, the trick is to keep our eyes on the place we want to be, not to find some 
limited comfort in the uncomfortable place where we are.  If we feel insecure or 
afraid, alongside the question of what would make me feel safer, we need to be 
asking, what can I do to make my community actually safer? 
 
As the mother of fraternal twins, I spent a couple decades there mediating disputes. 
From who played with what toy when, to what music we listened to in the car, 
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there was always something to argue about.  I learned not to ask my kids—should 
we go to the zoo or to the park? Because inevitably one would choose the zoo and 
the other the park and then we would spend so much time bickering about it that it 
would leave us with no time to go anywhere at all.   
 
What I learned was that sometimes when children argue with one another, when 
they are bickering and the conflict is escalating, as it will, sometimes the best thing 
to do is talk it out.  To talk about what’s fair and whose turn it is and so on.  But 
sometimes the best thing to do with bickering children is to engage them in some 
completely different activity, something you all do together, a game or walk, 
something that gets you enough time away from the bone of contention so that they 
can remember that they actually kind of like each other. 
 
We are still those bickering children, folks, only we have more power and there is 
no parent to settle our disputes.  We need the kind of experiences that bond us 
together and give us the fuel that we need to continue to be in community with one 
another.  It’s one reason we sing together in church—to remember the beauty of 
harmony, the thing we can do together that we can never do on our own. It’s why 
we decorate the church together and it’s why we hang our Chrismons together and 
why Jesus insisted that we eat together.  Because doing these simple things 
together reminds us of the beauty of being a community, reminds us that we need 
and rely on one another.   We need plenty of those experiences to build up our 
social cohesion, to strengthen the ties that bind. We need to tend to our 
connectedness like a garden, like a field that grows our life-giving crop.  So after 
all, we’re going to need those plowshares.   
 
 
 
 


