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Introduction

This book was conceived in an airport. On a rainy Indonesian evening in July 1993, Paulus Widjaja met our plane at the Semarang airport. During the next few days, as Eleanor and I worked closely with Paulus and had long conversations, we sensed a special affinity. One of Paulus’s comments made a deep impression on us: “If the Christian church is to make any impact on Indonesia, it must address itself to the church’s biggest peace issue—reconciliation with the Muslims.”

This book also has origins in England. As Eleanor and I were entering the final stage of our 30 years of work as missionary teachers in England, I was on retreat in an Anglican Benedictine monastery. I was reading the first verses of Philippians 1: “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and deacons: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”

I don’t know how often I have read that verse, but it suddenly was clear to me. Paul, in writing to a church that he valued, blesses them twice: with “grace and peace.” Grace and peace—a potent combination. How many epistles, I wondered, begin like that? So I began to check and discovered that almost all of them do. Then I paused. If Paul and Peter both began their letters like this, both grace and peace must be important.

So Eleanor and I set out to clarify our understandings of grace and peace in the Bible and to see how these could be applied to the life of the typical congregation. As we interacted with churches of many denominations, we came to be increasingly convinced that the “gospel of peace” (Acts 10:36) is true—and it is good news. It applies to every area of the church’s life: to the relationship between its members and God, to the relationships of its members with each other, to its life of worship, to the way its members do their work, respond to war, and share their faith.

We presented our ideas to many groups, and their responses developed our ideas and gave us many illustrations. Early versions of our teaching appeared in Anabaptism Today, the journal of the U.K. Anabaptist Network;1 and eventually these appeared in a booklet, Becoming a Peace Church.2 When we moved back to our native U.S., we once again gave our teachings in many churches not only in the U.S., but also in Canada, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.

Meanwhile, Paulus finished his doctoral studies at Fuller Theological Seminary and returned to Indonesia, where he received a challenge and an honor: he was appointed Director of the Center for the Study and Promotion of Peace at Duta Wacana Christian University in Jogjakarta. Quickly Paulus discovered that his earlier intuitions were right: Christians were indeed able to make many contributions to peace in Indonesia. He taught peacemaking to people who were preparing for the Christian ministry; he also trained people in the skills of conflict transformation, and he was himself involved in tense situations that required faith and hope as well as skill.

Paulus had also become Secretary of the Peace Council of Mennonite World Conference. In 2003, at the invitation of Mennonite World Conference, I went to Jogjakarta to work with Paulus and the Associate Secretary of the Peace Council, Judy Zimmerman Herr. We prepared a paper for the Assembly of Anabaptist/Mennonite Christians from many countries, meeting that year in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. Together, Paulus, Judy, and I studied the statements that Anabaptist/Mennonite national conferences from many parts of the world made about the role of peace in their lives. All three of us were inspired by these stories, which indicated to us that the global Anabaptist/Mennonite family is becoming a peace church. And it was gratifying to see Paulus, with his colleagues in Jogjakarta, finding life in the joys and struggles of grace- and peace-making.

In 2004 Paulus, Eleanor and I met again, in Pennsylvania, this time to work together on this book. First we brainstormed. For several days Paulus, Eleanor, and I exchanged ideas, and Eleanor and I took detailed notes. Then I revised our booklet, Becoming a Peace Church, in light of our discussions, and Eleanor revised the revision, which we spirited electronically to Paulus in Indonesia. Paulus was working under considerable strain; he had new courses to teach and conflicts to mediate. In January of 2005 the Center where he is Director was overwhelmed by the needs for trauma counseling in the aftermath of the catastrophic earthquake and tsunami in Aceh province. Nevertheless, despite these demands, Paulus produced remarkable work. He revised what we had written, and he added many pages of new material that give his theological insights and tell stories of his hands-on experience in Indonesia.

Why did we choose to write about “cultures of peace” instead of “peace churches”? For three reasons. First, because thinkers in various Christian traditions have recently begun to use the term culture to describe the life of the church. Influential Christians, beginning with the late Pope John Paul II, have called the church to be a “culture of life”; other writers have begun to use the term “cultures of peace.”3

Second, because culture is an immensely rich term. Anthropologists speak of culture as “webs of meaning” that we humans live within, that we ourselves have “spun.” The webs of language, beliefs, institutions, and practices enable us to function in ways that are necessary for us to flourish and be at home.4 So we ask of the dynamic, changing cultures that we live in: are our cultures hospitable? Can we and others be whole and at home in them? In this book we are presenting a vision of the church as a culture of peace. We believe that this is a culture that God is creating—a hospitable culture.

Third, because culture grows out of our stories. English Baptist theologian Paul S. Fiddes is convinced that cultures grow out of narratives, that they are rooted in “the stories that people tell about themselves.”5 In this book we address the beliefs and practices that are necessary for us to develop cultures of peace. In various families and countries, we tell different stories. But as Christians, our beliefs and practices grow out of a profound, universal story—the story of God’s grace and love which courses through the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, climaxing in the incarnation, life and teaching, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This is the story which Peter (now part of a Jewish movement which claimed that Jesus was the Messiah) told to the Gentile soldier Cornelius, calling it the “good news of peace” (Acts 10:36). The culture of peace which our book describes grows out of many stories from many parts of the globe, but these stories are all judged by the same overarching narrative.

Finally, we have written about “cultures of peace” because the term “peace church” can sound parochial and private, as if it applied only to people from historic pacifist groups. We write from within the global Mennonite family, one of the historic peace churches, and many of our stories reflect Mennonite experience and struggles. But the “gospel of peace,” from its first statement in Isaiah 52:7, was good news for all God’s people. The gospel, and the practices of intercommunal peacemaking, worship, work, witness, and living in a world that is at war, belong to Christians of all traditions.

We have learned much from the thought and actions of Christians of many traditions; we rejoice to be a part of the church universal! We confess that we still have much to learn from other Christians. We have intended to root our book in the Bible story which unites us all and in the gospel which animates us all. As such, this book is an offering to the universal Church of Jesus Christ.

We pray that what you read here, the product of a collaboration of an Indonesian and two Americans, of a husband and wife and their friend, will be useful. All three of us have often heard that “peace brings problems” to a church. No doubt it does. But we sense intuitively that the gospel of peace, when integrated into all areas of the life and practice of the church, can bring life-changing benefits—a peace dividend! It takes imagination and hard work to learn the habits of peacemaking, and it is costly; true discipleship of Jesus always is costly. But it is worthwhile. No wonder both Testaments persistently talk about the “good news of peace!”

We believe that the rediscovery of peace will give new vitality to the life of the church. But what does this involve? The chapters that follow give both vision and a host of practical suggestions. Every chapter could be expanded greatly—we’ve just begun to deal with the challenge of being cultures of peace today. We invite you to add illustration and detail to these chapters as your church discovers the excitement of teaching and living both grace and peace.

“May the God of peace, who brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus … make you complete …” (Hebrews 13:20-21)—grace and peace!

Alan Kreider

Elkhart, Indiana, USA

Pentecost 2005


1.

The Church as a “Culture of Peace”

Should “peace” describe the Church’s culture?

When someone says, “Tell me about your church,” how do you respond? “It’s near the supermarket.” “Its worship is really meaningful, week after week.” “Its members were helpful to me when I lost my job.” “I can be real in my church, because people have been vulnerable with me.”

Our experience of church may be less encouraging than that. “In our church things are tense.” “There are groups that don’t talk to each other.” “There seems to be no connection between our worship and the real world.”

Whether our experiences are positive or negative, it’s unlikely that we will use the word peace to describe our church. We may feel peaceful when we go to church, but most of us probably wouldn’t think of describing our church as being a “culture of peace.”

But this is exactly how many Christians of the early centuries thought of their churches. Justin, a teacher who was martyred for his faith in Rome in the second century, stated an early Christian understanding; namely, that Isaiah 2:2-4, in which the prophet anticipates transforming swords into ploughshares, has been fulfilled in the church. Christians have come to Jesus to learn how to live. Justin reported about their experience:


We … delighted in war, in the slaughter of one another, and in every other kind of iniquity; [but we] have in every part of the world converted our weapons of war into implements of peace—our swords into ploughshares, our spears into farmers’ tools—and we cultivate piety, justice, brotherly charity, faith and hope, which we derive from the Father through the crucified Savior.1



Cultivating, for Justin, was creating a culture. Justin knew that God had done something new for the human race through sending the crucified Savior Jesus. God had caused people from many nations to gravitate to Jesus, who is the new Zion, and from him a new vision of life emerged. The result was a people of peace made up of former enemies. People of different tribes and nations, who used to hate each other, now shared life together. They dismantled the things that divided them and created a culture of justice, faith, and hope.

Justin knew that the life of the transnational church was proof that the Messiah Jesus had in fact brought peace which was already being experienced. Justin kept repeating: Isaiah 2:2-4 has been fulfilled in the church. People have been changed. They have converted their instruments of hostility so they might create a culture of peace. For Justin, as for Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, and other early Christian thinkers, God’s peace, which Isaiah anticipated, has been realized through Christ. The church is evidence of this.2

Acts 10 and the origin of the church as a “culture of peace”

Where did Justin get this idea? From the church’s beginnings in the book of Acts. In Acts the founding of the church was the product of God’s peacemaking activity. Pentecost brought together Jews from many parts of the ancient world (Acts 2:9-11) who spoke many languages.

Pentecost transformed the linguistic chaos of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9) into peace and harmony. At Babel God had scattered people all over the world in chaos; on Pentecost God united people from all over the world into peace and harmony. At Babel God divided people into many groups separated from each other; on Pentecost God united people, who were previously separated, into one body. At Babel people could not understand each other because they suddenly spoke different languages; on Pentecost people from many languages could understand what other people spoke.

This did not mean that there were no tensions in the early Jerusalem church. Despite Pentecost, two distinct Jewish cultural groupings persisted—the Hellenists and the Hebrews (Acts 6:1-6)—who experienced struggle as well as unity in the Messiah Jesus.

But the big challenge for the early church lay in the relationship between Jews and Gentiles. The early Christians claimed that in Christ Jesus, God had fulfilled his promise to Abraham that he would bless all nations (Genesis 12:3). The result was that Jews and their enemies—the Gentiles—could be reconciled in a “bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3). Getting this started took a dramatic divine intervention, and the story of this intervention shows how central peace was to the early Christians.

Acts 10 records the key events. They are so familiar that they no longer surprise us. But how surprised Peter must have been by them. Here he was in Caesarea (10:24ff). And who was Peter? He was a Galilean Jew, whose friend Jesus had recently been crucified as a criminal by the Roman occupation forces. And where was Peter? He was in a dangerous place for Jews. As the headquarters of Roman power in Palestine, Caesarea was full of soldiers and violence. As a pagan city, it was full of Gentiles, idols, and non-kosher food. Peter and his companions were Jews, friends of a crucified man, among their enemies. They were among Gentiles who were oppressing their country, exploiting it, and tampering with their worship in the temple. Peter and his friends could never have expected to find themselves in the house of a Roman officer like Cornelius.

But God was at work in the enemy’s house in Caesarea. And this was where things clicked for Peter. Peter listened to Cornelius and thought again about the visions that God had given him of clean and unclean food.

Peter learned through these visions that religious laws created by religious tradition could not stop God from doing his reconciling work. Peter knew that, according to the Jewish laws, a Jew was prohibited from associating with Gentiles or visiting with them. But God had shown him that such laws no longer had meaning and that the barrier was no longer relevant (10:28). Since the coming of Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace, the old pattern of reconciliation had been turned upside down. In the old tradition, reconciliation had to come first, before acceptance. Hence, people were required to bring offerings to God first, before reconciliation; only then could God accept people in his embrace. But Jesus demonstrated over and over again that acceptance precedes reconciliation. It was God’s acceptance of Cornelius that opened Peter’s eyes and brought him towards reconciliation. As God had done in accepting Cornelius, so God called Peter to do.

Peter then had an “aha” experience. He said, “I truly understand that God shows no partiality” (10:34). This is a Jew speaking! No longer will there be insiders and outsiders, clean Jews and unclean Gentiles, divided by an unbreachable wall. God has a big design. Because of the work of Jesus Christ which the Holy Spirit has ratified, God’s people will no longer just be the Jews. They will be people of every nation—Jews and Gentiles.

Imagine how rapidly Peter was thinking, how deeply he was praying, as he tried to make sense of all this. His instinct was to think—and to tell Cornelius—about Jesus (10:36ff). God, said Peter, had sent a message, brought by the Messiah Jesus, who “announced the good news of peace” (the Greek text says that Jesus “evangelized peace”). Here Peter was talking about peace to an occupation soldier. The Roman empire said that “Caesar is Lord,” but Peter, in the Roman garrison, claimed that Jesus, not Caesar, is “Lord of all.” Peter went on to tell Cornelius the outlines of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. And the result of this was that there can be forgiveness and inclusion for everyone—insider and outsider—who fears God and does justice (10:35).

What might Jesus have had in mind as he announced the “good news of peace”? Peter must have pondered this. Peter would have thought about Old Testament prophecies, especially Isaiah 52:7 which anticipated the “messenger who announces peace”; he would have remembered that this passage was especially dear to Jesus.3 Peter would also have thought about Jesus’ life. Jesus had taught about God’s grand design, not just for Jews, but for people from all nations. Jesus had associated with sinners and outsiders, children and women, even enemy soldiers; he had brought unlikely people together. In doing these things he had threatened vested interests; he had come, he said, “not to bring peace but division” (Luke 12:51; see also Matthew 10:34). Because he shook people’s prejudices and acted with sovereign truth, Jesus made enemies. They plotted against him and crucified him.

But Jesus had always offered people another way. It was a more radical way of dealing with the political crisis in Palestine than anyone had imagined—by bringing Romans alongside Jews in God’s family of forgiveness and reconciliation. Both Matthew and Luke record that Jesus gave prominent place to teaching about enemies: in Matthew 5:43ff, this teaching comes as the climax of the “antitheses” of the Sermon on the Mount; in Luke 6:27ff, it comes as Jesus’ first ethical teaching. And in both, the message is the same. “Love your enemies; pray for them,” he said.

Jesus himself had received a national enemy, a Roman centurion, marveled at his faith, and looked forward to the time when people from the East and the West would join with the lineal descendants of Abraham at a table in God’s Kingdom (Matthew 8:11).

Jesus’ way was controversial. It was incomprehensible to some and threatening to others. As Jesus looked over Jerusalem (Luke 19:41ff), he wept because the people did not know “the things that make for peace.” People were rejecting his announcement of the good news of peace. So Jesus predicted that “their enemies” the Romans would come, erect siege engines around Jerusalem, smash the city, and crush its children. Some years later, in the Jewish War of 66- 70, AD, this happened. With great brutality the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and its temple, killing countless people and beginning a crisis of Jewish identity.

But here, in enemy Caesarea, on the Gentile fringes of the Jewish world, something new was happening. Peter asserts: Jesus Christ, in his death on a Roman cross, has forgiven the sins of his enemies and made peace. And that’s not the end of it: in the resurrection, God has declared his son to be “Lord of all” (Acts 10:36). God vindicated the foolishness of his peacemaking Son. By so doing, God declared that the way of peace which his Son, Jesus Christ, had demonstrated is the true way of life. As Peter was speaking, the Holy Spirit gave a loud “Amen,” pouring out upon the outsiders the same spiritual gifts as those which the insiders had experienced (Acts 10:44). Because of the work of God in Christ and the active reality of the Holy Spirit, peace is possible between estranged humans.

So in Caesarea, Peter was doing what Jesus had wanted. Led by the Holy Spirit, Peter was making peace with a Roman. The nations of Peter and Cornelius were heading for war. But in the Messiah Jesus they were standing together as brothers.

Peter and Cornelius are the nucleus of a new transnational people of peace. In the future, God’s family will be multicultural, multi-ethnic. It will be drawn from those in every nation who “fear God and do justice”—and who are open to God’s forgiving and reconciling work. This family will be a household of peace in which unreconciled enemies are reconciled, in which unforgiven people are forgiven, and in which they are given a common mission—to share the “good news of peace” with all nations.

We would like to know what happened next! Did Cornelius stay in the army or did he leave it? What did his friends and relatives do? We don’t know. We do know a bit more about Peter’s future. He had to defend his unprecedented actions to the church leaders in Jerusalem (Acts 11:1-18). Later he went to Rome where he helped to build a multi-ethnic church and was crucified, according to accounts, upside down.4

This event in Caesarea was not a high-profile news story. It was obscure, hidden, as truly significant developments often are. But it was a breakthrough moment in the history of the church. This is where we—all Christians who do not have Jewish parents—enter the story. Cornelius, the enemy outsider whom God made a brother through the peacemaking work of Christ, is our forerunner. Isn’t it fascinating that God chose a soldier, an enemy soldier, to play this role?

What began in Caesarea was very important. That’s why it’s not surprising that the New Testament writers developed a messianic culture of peace that is in harmony with what God did, and what Peter said, in Caesarea. This culture is both theological and practical. We will turn to this culture of peace in our second chapter.


2.

Peace in the New Testament:
A Jewel with Many Facets

The story of Peter and Cornelius in Acts 10 is a breakthrough. The story is also illuminating. It shows us God at work, doing what is so important to God—making peace. In this story we can see many facets of God’s peacemaking work. These facets are so important that other New Testament writers deal with them, too.

Peace is central to God’s work and will

This was clear to Peter as he spoke to Cornelius in Acts 10. It is evident in the way he presented Jesus: “He came evangelizing peace” (10:36, alluding to Isaiah 52:7). It is also clear in the way Peter responded when he found that God was at work in the wrong person—the enemy. And it is central throughout the New Testament. Why was peace so important to the early Christians? Because they, with gratitude and puzzlement, were trying to come to terms with what God had done. Through the work of Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit, God had made them, despite their different races and backgrounds, into one body. They knew what later Christians have found easy to forget: our origins, as the church of Jesus Christ, are in miraculous reconciliation.

How do the New Testament writers present the central place of peace in God’s work and will? They do this by the words that they use and the theology they develop.

Words. Repeatedly the New Testament Christians call God “the God of peace.” Routinely they refer to the good news as “the gospel of peace.”1 In the New Testament—as in the Hebrew Scriptures—peace is literally all over the place. God has justified us by faith and has given us peace with God; through the work of Christ on the cross, God has made peace between us and God (Romans 5:1, 10). God has called us to peace (1 Corinthians 7:15); we are to know “the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding” (Philippians 4:7). Two New Testament authors urge their friends to “seek peace with everyone” (Hebrews 12:14; 1 Peter 3:11). In letter after letter, Paul, like Peter and John, begins with the expression “grace to you and peace”—a potent coupling.

Theology. In chapter 2 of his letter to the Christians in Ephesus, Paul deals with grace and peace, presenting them as interlocking, interdependent, essential New Testament themes. Let’s paraphrase verses 11-22, listening to them as if we were Cornelius, an outsider, a Gentile.


“Remember, Cornelius, you Gentiles were not like us Jewish insiders. You were outsiders. You were aliens from the commonwealth of Israel; you were strangers, without God and without hope [verses11-12]. But by the blood of Christ you Gentile outsiders have been brought near. Jesus is our peace. He has broken down the wall dividing insiders from outsiders. Jesus has ended the hostility. Jesus has evangelized peace [v. 17—the same expression as Acts 10:36] to outsiders as well as insiders. And he has died on the Cross, giving his life for others, reconciling us all, both us Jewish insiders and you Gentile outsiders, to God [verse 16]. By grace, God has done the impossible; through Jesus, God has broken down the wall of hostility dividing you Gentile outsiders from us Jewish insiders; and through the broken wall ‘one new humanity’ has come into being, made up of former enemies. This new humanity is the church, the household of God. This, Cornelius, is what ‘making peace’ is all about [verse 15]. It’s not like the Roman peace (Pax Romana); it’s much more profound than that. It is the peace of Christ (Pax Christi), in which former enemies are reconciled to God and become brothers and sisters in God’s family.”



So Cornelius, like the Christians in Ephesus, would have known that the church, wherever it was found, was a peace church. God had broken down the wall, the wall that separated, stereotyped, and prevented communion.

In Christ, God is at work creating a new humanity. Christ is our peace. So in the church in Ephesus, peace was not an optional concern of some of its members. No, in Ephesus there was a culture of peace in which peace was important to all members. Why? Because the peace that they knew was rooted in their fundamental experience as Christians of forgiveness and reconciliation in Christ. Peace, now as well as then, is central to God’s work and will.

Peace is at the heart of God’s mission

Think about Peter and Cornelius on their breakthrough day in Caesarea. Wouldn’t God’s remarkable action, ratified by the Holy Spirit, have made it perfectly clear to them that peace is central to God’s mission?

In Caesarea in Acts 10 God was at work. For Jews, Caesarea was a repulsive place—a Roman garrison city. It was the center of Roman military power. The Roman soldiers were occupation troops, battle-hardened, unlikely people to be instruments of God’s work. But in God’s sight no human can be called unreachable. There may be people whom we fellow humans are unable to reach. But these people are certainly not beyond God’s reach. Before Peter met Cornelius, God had already gone ahead of him and reached Cornelius. Peter only followed the path God had pioneered. Peter had no mission of his own. His mission was God’s mission.

It was in Caesarea that God was doing something surprising, stirring the hearts of the enemy, giving them a desire to know God, and, as a result, calling Jewish believers like Peter to change their worldview and priorities. God was at work in Caesarea, and God’s work required everybody to change. On the margins, in obscurity, in a place of danger and risk, God was initiating something small that would become huge—the global church.
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