
Peace On Earth

Luke 2:10-16
But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all

the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be
a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there

was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,
“Glory to God in the highest heaven,

and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”

Luke’s gospel reflects a great announcement that Jesus will usher in an age of peace. But this
kingdom will not look like the other kingdoms of the near east. Luke, writing much later after
this historical scene, is wrestling with a tension among early church followers:  how best do we
move towards peace? We are, all of us, seeking peace in our lives, but like our Judeo-Christian
forebearers, move back and forth between strife and reconciliation, violence and kindness, pax
romana (peace brought about by war) and the Way of the Cross (death to self). Each day we
struggle to find our way. Luke’s solution is as refreshing and relevant for us as it was for his
contemporaries two-thousand years ago.

Peace for people of faith is old conversation about God’s Kingdom. A distilled description of the
Old Testament is God’s call to be holy and His people failing to oblige.  Jewish authors, writing in
or after their exile, were keenly aware of life apart from YHWH. Story after story woefully depict
what happens when God is neglected. Whether it’s Jonah pleading for wrath on Nineveh only to
find God’s mercy, or Israel seeking ‘a king like all the other nations’ in Saul only to find a ruler
concerned with wealth and prestige, there is a constant reminder that our way, that is
humanity, is not always God’s way.

By the time of Jesus, the New Testament Jewish community was bombarded with influence
from the Greco-Roman world. From language to dress, the Jews were at least in-part, hellenized
(made Greek-like). Living in the shadow of empire after empire, Israel understandably sought
liberation, but by 70CE Israel’s Temple was destroyed by the Romans and her people scattered.

Here in this moment, after the Jewish State collapse, Luke offers his account.  All these factors
weigh heavily in the mind Luke’s early church non-Jewish audience, wrestling with their own
identity in the empire as well.  Later in Luke we get a fuller glimpse into his take on war and
peace, as Jesus enters Jerusalem in triumphant. Or does He? Right after the celebration, Jesus
looks over Jerusalem and weeps, understanding as Luke does the bloodshed to follow. A
synoptic outlier, palm branches are conspicuously absent in Luke’s account—instead, the crowds
lay coats at Jesus’ feet—a sign of deep respect in Judaism. Perhaps this omittance is deliberate.
In ancient Rome, palm branches signify martial victory, often used in a ceremony called a
triumphant, in which a general paraded his army through the streets of Rome, adorned with
laurels and palm branches. Luke’s readers understood this type of imagery and related the palm
branch to Caesar Augustus’ Roman Peace—a peace only found in war.

Luke draws us back to pull us forward, synthesizing the Messiah of Old—kingly and
powerful—with an inclusive Saviour for all, who instead of saving us to create yet another great



empire (to be like the other nations), saves us from empire, to live together in fealty. In this way,
we are called to embark on the difficult process of learning not to rely solely on humanity’s
ethical inferences on justice, which so often involves retribution and mimetic violence; and to
instead look in the mirror, to the inner struggle, and capitulate to what Dorthey Day calls, ‘a
revolution of the heart.’ Jesus on the cross represents a true peace only found in the death to
self-interest, ambition, and desire for more and more. And for the sake of the other, we take up
our cross too.

Let us be reminded this holiday season, that Jesus’ gift of peace is not merely a loud cry to lay
down arms, but also a quiet whisper to calm the storm that rages on in the chambers of the
human heart.  Let us, in our own reflection, take up Kierkegaard’s prayer:

Calm the waves of this heart, O God; calm its tempests. Calm yourself, O my soul, so that
God is able to rest in you, so that God’s peace may cover you. Yes, you give us peace, O
God, peace that the whole world can never take away.
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