SUNDAY, June 11, 2006.  PEACE AND JUSTICE SUNDAY

Today, Peace with Justice Sunday, we are celebrating the work of our church in promoting peace with justice.  There will be a special offering.  This morning’s offering will go to the General Board of Church and Society.  It is the General Board that focuses attention on the major social issues of the day and shows us that God’s reconciliation involves social as well as personal righteousness.  The Board strives to promote peace and world order, political and human rights, social and economic justice, and environmental justice and survival.

Our Church – since 1968 the United Methodist Church – believes that most political issues ultimately are moral and religious issues.  The church has had a long history of involvement in the political and social problems of this world.  Although it is not my intention to review that history this morning, a few words about John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, are in order.  It was John Wesley who said, “I have no religion but a social religion.”  The religious revival of the 18th century in which Wesley played a manor role made a unique contribution to the abolition of the slave trade, prison reform and the end of child labor.

Since John Wesley was a prolific writer, we can quote him on a wide variety of subjects.  But his words on war are especially worth considering today.  He wrote: “Now who can reconcile war, I will not say to religion, but I would say to any degree of reason or common sense?…..What an amazing way of deciding controversies!  What must mankind be, before such a thing as wars could ever be known or thought of upon earth?  How shocking, how inconceivable a want must there have been of common understanding, as well as common humanity, before any two Governors, or any two nations in the universe, could once think of such a method of decision?”

From John Wesley’s day to the present, Methodists have continued to act on the belief that the Christian gospel has something to say about our political, social, and economic affairs as well as our spiritual needs.  The Church’s Social Creed – initially adopted by the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1908 – is a statement of the Church’s commitment to work for peace and justice.  In the words of the Social Creed, “We dedicate ourselves to peace throughout the world, to the role of justice and law among nations, and to individual freedom for all peoples of the world.”  The Ministers of our Church have, within the month, asked us to reaffirm our adherence to The Social Creed.

There are many people within this congregation that recognize that we are caught in a web of relationships with each human being and that it behooves them to carry out God’s commandment to care for one another – to feed the hungry, heal the sick, and enable the able-bodied to work and contribute to the common good.  With this First United Methodist Church there are a number of groups that do peace and justice work.  You don’t need a Peace with Justice T-Shirt.  We have a Youth Group, which recently returned from a trip to Guatemala where they helped to construct a church.  We have a Reconciling Congregation Committee, which has staged diversity fairs at the church.  And many of you know about Micah’s Circle, a young women’s group, which once a month staffs the Food Bank in South Corvallis.

And then there is the Action for Peace and Justice Committee.  The Committee, formed to promote action on vital social issues, was started in January, 2003, two months before the beginning of the war on Iraq.  It arrives at decisions by consensus and has no elected officials although LoErna Simpson is a frequent spokesperson for the group.  The Justice Table in the Church lounge is an activity of the Action for Peace and Justice Committee.  It gives church members the opportunity to sign letters to elected Representatives on such matters as civil liberties and priorities in the national budget.  Consistent with the position of the United Methodist Church nationally, the Committee opposed the war in Iraq.  And this position has drawn some dissent.  But the Committee believes that all of us will come closer to the truth if there is fair and open discussion and honest, responsible difference of opinion.

I believe it is highly probable that I have overlooked groups and individuals that have worked to make this a better world.  So allow me to apologize for any groups or individuals that I have failed to mention.  And let me also add that there are people within the church who have given of their time and talent to organizations in the community that are also engaged in peace with justice actions.

The people who engage in the struggle to promote peace with justice are making an enormously valuable contribution to this church and our community.  They are seeking to discover how as citizens, the can make a difference in the institutions that have such impact upon all our lives.  Why do they persist?  What inspires them to persist?  I will close with two quotations that help explain why.  The first is from the late Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador.  The Archbishop said:

A church that does not provoke any crisis

A church that doesn’t unsettle

A word of God that doesn’t touch the real sin of the society in which it is being proclaimed, what gospel is that?

The second quotation is from Rabbi Arthur Hertzberg.  Questioned about his trouble making proclivities, Rabbi Hertzberg once explained:  “A rabbi should be where the real issues of society are; not just where safe platitudes are to be preached.  You save your soul by saving someone else’s body.”

