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“The Fruit of the Spirit: Peace”
Isaiah 65:17-25; James 3:13-18 October 4, 2015

What image comes to your mind when you think of the 
word peace? What moments in your life do you remember 
when you enjoyed the experience of peace? For some of us 
these moments are plentiful, for others they are scarce, and 
for still others they are, for a variety of reasons, nearly non-
existent. For me one of the most peaceful moments I can 
remember occurred while I was standing on the California 
coast with a close friend watching the sunset over the most 
tranquil ocean I could imagine. As I watched the sun slowly 
melt into the sea on that amazing evening I was filled with 
a deep, meaningful, and fulfilling sense of peace—a sense of 
the orderliness, rightness, and beauty of God’s creation. On 
that night I gave thanks to God for that sublime moment 
and it almost always jumps to my mind when I think of 
an image that captures the deepest connotations of peace. 
Someday, I imagine (and hope) the world will be like this, 
and everyone will know peace.

I thought of that scene several months later when I read 
a small book by the Orthodox theologian David Bentley 
Hart, The Doors of the Sea: Where was God in the Tsunami? 
What particularly struck me on that occasion, in addition 
to his interesting answer to the question he posed, was his 
description of the sea on a calm day when “the water is a 
smooth, immeasurable, tremulous, mirror of the tropical 
sky, gleaming like silver, furling with crystalline brilliancy, 
its waves sapphire blue at their crests and a deep glassy green 
in their inner folds” (Hart, p. 3).

However, Hart reminds us, far below the peaceful idyll 
on display above the surface of the water, lies a “vast, 
convulsive, unpredictable, perennial, and destructive” 
(Hart, p. 3) elemental violence that enables the peaceful 
vista above. “On good days,” he observes, “it must be all but 
impossible to imagine the slow, constant, savage geological 
ferment so many fathoms down” (Hart, p. 4). That this 
raging ferment produces the beautiful tranquility of a 
still blue ocean caused me to consider the nature of peace 
itself. It is, on the one hand, a welcome gift from God to be 
received and cultivated, providing a place of comfort from 
the challenging circumstances of life. On the other hand it 
is a summons to labor and struggle in solidarity with God 

and others on behalf of those who do not experience the 
blessing of peace. Let’s reflect on this paradox by briefly 
examining the nature of peace, the vision of peace, and the 
struggle for peace.

Peace is often simply defined as the absence of conflict, 
but in the biblical tradition it means much more than 
this. The Hebrew word for peace, shalom, points not 
merely to the absence of overt conflict but to a state of 
ordered tranquility that is the result of right relationships 
between God, neighbor, and the whole of creation. It is the 
interconnectedness of all things for their mutual benefit, 
something that comes from, and manifests, the goodness 
of the Creator. Peace is the very intention and gift of God 
and connotes the spiritual and material well-being of both 
individuals and the community as a whole that is the result 
of covenant faithfulness to the ways of God in the world.

The concept of peace in the New Testament builds on 
the Hebrew notion of shalom and intensifies its spiritual 
dimension as being connected to a life lived in union 
and solidarity with Jesus, a life that shares his mission of 
peace and reconciliation through the imitation of his self-
sacrificial love for the sake of others. In our New Testament 
lesson, James contrasts two approaches to life: an earthly, 
unspiritual, and devilish wisdom that is characterized by envy 
and selfish ambition leading to disorder and wickedness; 
and wisdom from above that is peaceable, gentle, and 
willing to yield, leading to a harvest of righteousness sown 
in peace. In Scripture, a life lived in accordance with the 
wisdom that comes from above is described as a life lived in 
righteousness resulting in an individual state of peace that 
comes as a gift from God to be enjoyed and continuously 
cultivated. This is the wonderful peace that is available to 
the everyday disciples of Jesus who live faithful lives in 
accordance with his teaching. This is the peace that Paul 
speaks of from prison in his letter to the Philippians, the 
peace that passes all understanding even in the midst of the 
most difficult circumstances that we encounter in life.

Our Old Testament lesson points to the social dimension 
of shalom and reminds us that the fullness of peace is never 
simply an individual matter. It describes a vision of the 
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realization of this shalom in which children do not die in 
infancy; the elderly live productive and dignified lives; and 
those who build and plant enjoy the fruit of their labor. This 
is in stark contrast to the domination societies that were 
characteristic of the Ancient Near Eastern context in which 
these words were written. Such societies were politically 
oppressive, economically exploitative, and chronically 
violent. By common estimates, nearly two-thirds of the 
production of wealth went to a very small percentage of 
the population. The gap between the few wealthy elites 
and the rest of the population had disastrous effects on the 
majority, condemning them to hardship and struggle and a 
life expectancy of about half that of the elite class.

This reminds us that the absence of war or overt conflict 
is not a guarantee of peace. The Roman Empire of Jesus’ 
time was also a domination society. While it secured the 
famous Pax Romana (Peace of Rome), it also imposed a 
way of life on its citizens that was the very antithesis of 
peace: an oppressive political and social structure enforced 
by violence. In contrast, the Hebrew prophetic tradition 
proclaimed by Jesus offers a vision of peaceful, harmonious 
existence in which everyone has enough and no-one needs 
to be afraid.

The proclamation of this vision by Jesus points us to the 
struggle for peace and helps us to understand his words in 
the Gospel of Matthew (10:34-36): “Do not think that 
I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come 
to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to set a man 
against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a 
daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and one’s foes 
will be the members of one’s own household.” How is it 
that the one spoken of in the Christian tradition as the 
Prince of Peace can utter these words?

Jesus knew that the proclamation of peace for all people 
would bring him into direct opposition to the principalities 
and powers of this world in the person of Roman magistrates 
who were more interested in preserving the power and 
status of their realm than in alleviating the suffering and 
oppression of its citizens. Such challenges to the status 
quo for the sake of peace, justice, and reconciliation lead 
to division and conflict by their very nature. As it was in 
Jesus’ day, so it is in ours.

Last week I visited the National Underground Railroad 
Freedom Center in Cincinnati. The Center tells the 
tragic story of slavery in the Americas and the long, costly 
struggle for freedom and peace. Near the end of the exhibit 
a quote from Frederick Douglass is displayed regarding the 
process of social change: “If there is no struggle there is no 
progress.” Those who desire peace and freedom for all but 

oppose agitation are those “who want crops without plowing 
up the ground; they want rain without thunder. They want 
the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters…Power 
concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it 
never will.”

The decision to be a disciple of Jesus in our everyday 
lives brings with it both an unsurpassable peace and a 
commitment to unremitting struggle on behalf of others that 
they may live in a just and peaceable world. On this World 
Communion Sunday, let us commit ourselves again to live 
in the way of Jesus; to participate in the mission of God in 
solidarity with each other and with the global church; and 
to be the good news of God’s love for the world.


