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 I spent some time last week trying to remember what was going on in the world in 
1980 and 1981.  I remember that there was fighting in El Salvador and Nicaragua between 
rival political groups.  The Soviet Union had invaded and was fighting a war in Afghanistan.  
The Iran Hostage Crisis was unfolding through all of 1980, ending as Ronald Reagan was 
sworn in as President of the United States in January of ’81.  That was the first presidential 
election I voted in. 

 I did a little hunting online to see what else was going on.  Though Israel entered 
into a peace agreement with Egypt in 1978, in 1980 and ’81, Israel was skirmishing with its 
neighbors (particularly with Lebanon, and a notable air raid in Iraq).  I forgot that the 
Iran/Iraq War started in 1980, lasting through that decade.  This was also when the 
Solidarity movement in Poland started – and was met with Martial Law being declared.  
And in 1981, Anwar Sadat was assassinated, showing how high the cost of peacemaking 
can actually be. 

 I’ve been thinking about this because in 1981, the United Nations General Assembly 
unanimously adopted a resolution establishing September 21 as a day devoted to 
“commemorating and strengthening the ideals of peace both within and among all nations 
and peoples.”1  The theme for this year’s peace day is “Together for Peace.” 

 United Church of Christ recognizes the Sunday preceding September 21 as “Just 
Peace Sunday.”  So today is Just Peace Sunday.  The term, “Just Peace,” goes back in the 
United Church of Christ to 1985.  That is the year when the 15th General Synod of the UCC 
adopted the “Just Peace pronouncement.”  This pronouncement “articulated for the first 
time a UCC position on war and peace that is distinct from other historic Christian 
approaches, namely the theories and practices of Crusade, Pacifism, and Just War.”2 

 While it is unlikely that the early church was officially pacifist, a rejection of violence 
runs deep in Christian theology of the first four centuries.  Once Christianity became the 
official religion of the Roman Empire, this pacifist stream seems to go largely underground.  
By the eleventh century, Christianity had become a Eurocentric and warrior religion, 
launching crusades to conquer the “Holy Lands.” 

 Around the same time the Crusades ended, Thomas Aquinas laid out the beginnings 
of what became the Just War doctrine or Just War theory.  It has two parts, two sets of 
criteria.  The first establishes the right to go to war; the second establishes right conduct 
within a war.  This doctrine has held sway in the West for almost a thousand years, 
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September 2017). 
2 United Church of Christ, Just Peace Church Handbook (Cleveland: United Church of Christ, 2015), 3. 
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influencing everything from the Geneva Conventions to recent Presidents’ justifications of 
going to war. 

 But the Just War doctrine is not the only Christian response to war.  By the sixteenth 
century, with the beginnings of the Protestant Reformation, the pacifist stream again 
surfaced.  It’s most famous advocate from that time is probably Menno Simons.  He held 
that one could either follow Jesus, the Prince of Peace, or one could follow the Prince of 
Strife.  Several denominations birthed out of the Reformation followed this path, and they 
are often known as “peace churches.”  They include the Church of the Brethren, the 
Quakers, the Mennonites, and the Amish. 

 In 1981, the same year that the United Nations established the International Day of 
Peace, a youth delegate to the United Church of Christ’s General Synod 13 brought a 
resolution calling on the UCC to become a “peace church.”  This resolution would have led 
the UCC to identify with the pacifist tradition in Christianity, rather than the Just War 
tradition.  Over the next four years, as the denomination wrestled with this call, a new 
theory was born.  Rather than focusing on what makes a war just, it focused on what makes 
a peace just.  And in 1985, the UCC affirmed a pronouncement “Affirming the United Church 
of Christ to be a Just Peace Church,” the first Christian denomination to do so. 

 “Just Peace was defined in the pronouncement as the ‘interrelation of friendship, 
justice, and common security from violence’ and was grounded … in the biblical concerts of 
covenant and shalom.  Just Peace offer[s] a holistic view of working at the intersection of 
peace and justice, acknowledging the connections between violence and systemic issues 
like environmental degradation, racism, economic disparity, homophobia, and the loss of 
civil and human rights.…  [T]he pronouncement offer[s] with prophetic conviction the 
vision that ‘war can and must be eliminated’ and the shared hope that ‘peace is possible.’”3 

 Just as in the United Church of Christ and the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 
churches can officially become “Open and Affirming Congregations” by participating in 
certain study and by taking certain actions to welcome LGBTQ+ people, and just as in the 
Disciples of Christ, churches can officially become “Green Chalice Congregations” by 
participating in certain study and by taking certain actions to decrease the church’s 
environmental impact, the UCC recognizes individual churches as “Just Peace 
congregations” when they participate in certain study and by take certain actions.  We 
could do this.  We could become a Just Peace congregation. 

 But you may ask, “Why?  Why would we want to become a Just Peace congregation?”  
To be honest, we might not.  If we actually engage the discussion, if we actually do the study 
and let it call us to action, we might not like where it takes us.  Corey Fields writes, 
“[P]eople get trolled, families split apart, and pastors get fired when you start asking how 
we can take Jesus seriously.  Jesus is fine as a name, but if you create an encounter between 
Jesus and the personal lives or politics of Christians, you might have trouble. 

 “You can read Jesus’ words declaring blessed the ‘peacemakers,’ ‘the meek,’ and ‘the 
merciful’ (Matt. 5:3-10), and you might get nods of approval, but if you start talking about 
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actually being merciful towards the desperate or peaceful towards the violent, you might 
be called foolish. … 

 “You can quote Jesus’ approach to our material possessions as ‘treasures on earth 
where moths and vermin destroy’ (Matt. 6:19-20), or tell the story of the rich man being 
told to sell all he has (Mark 10:17-22).  You can get a wink and a smile as you read Jesus 
saying that it’s ‘easier for the camel to go through the eye of a needle’ (Luke 18:25).  But 
start talking about actual economic equity, and you might be called a communist. 

 “Surrounded by glimmering Christmas lights and angelic choruses, we read the 
story of a young Jesus’ family having to flee a violent ruler (Matt. 2:13-18).  But bring up 
that this made Jesus’ family refugees and ask how this should inform our approach to the 
millions in similar situations today, and you might be told to get your politics out of church. 

 “You can read the passage where Jesus read from the prophet Isaiah in the temple 
(Luke 4:18-19) [that’s today’s gospel lesson], saying that fulfilled in Him is God’s mission to 
‘proclaim good news to the poor … freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight for the 
blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’  You’re fine as long 
as you understand these words in a spiritualized, abstract way ([even though] Isaiah 
didn’t).  But beware if you start talking about how to seek actual freedom and redemption 
for the imprisoned, or if you start trying to define who is actually ‘oppressed’ and how to 
actually set them free.  (And have you ever looked into what ‘the year of the Lord’s favor’ 
refers to?)”4 

 Too often we want, as white author Wilbur Rees suggests, only $3 worth of God:5 
I would like to buy $3 worth of God, please. 
Not enough to explode my soul or disturb my sleep, 
but just enough to equal a cup of warm milk 
or a snooze in the sunshine. 
I don’t want enough of God to make me love a black man 
or pick beets with a migrant. 
I want ecstasy, not transformation. 
I want warmth of the womb, not a new birth. 
I want a pound of the Eternal in a paper sack. 
I would like to buy $3 worth of God, please. 

 But if we engage with a Just Peace study as part of determining if we want to 
become a Just Peace congregation, but may end up with a lot more than $3 worth of God.  
We may end up with enough to transform our lives. 

 Too often people just jump to verse 8 when they read Micah 6:1-8.  When you do 
that, you miss the set up.  It’s a lawsuit.  Israel has been served with papers by none other 
than Yahweh.  It’s time for Israel to plead their case.  The case against Israel is that they 

                                                      
4 Corey Fields, “Be careful how close you let Jesus get to real life,” Baptist News Global, 
https://baptistnews.com/article/careful-close-let-jesus-get-real-life/#.Wb3UK63MyH0 (posted 30 August 
2017; accessed 12 September 2017). 
5 Quoted several places online, including Ibid. 
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have failed to keep covenant with God.  God, on the other hand, has kept covenant with 
Israel.  So how are they going to respond? 

 Israel’s response is to get in deep with the sacrificial Temple system.  Perhaps burnt 
offerings of calves a year old would be an appropriate act of contrition.  Or maybe God 
deserves more: thousands of rams.  Or tens of thousands of rivers of oil.  Or maybe even 
our firstborn.  Maybe we need to offer up our children on the altar of sacrifice as we seem 
to do so easily on the altar of war. 

 Only, that’s not what God wants.  God has shown us mortals what is good and what 
God requires:  That we do justice, that we love kindness, and that we walk humbly with 
God. 

 If Niles Discovery Church were to be served with papers, if God were to bring a case 
before the mountains and the foundations of the earth against us, what would the charge 
be?  That we have only bought $3 worth of God when God wants to give us everything?  
That, while we are doing a good job at downstream social justice work, we have failed to do 
enough upstream social justice work?  That we are great at pulling the children out of the 
river and caring for them, but we have failed to go upstream and find out why the children 
keep ending up in the river in the first place? 

 “Micah 6:8 teaches us ‘to do justice.  To love mercy.  And to walk humbly with your 
God’ – these are active, not passive, pursuits.  We are enjoined to seek and create the 
change that our world so desperately needs. 

 “For Americans [who are Christians], this means the protection and promotion of 
voting rights; it means an honest reckoning with the school-to-prison pipeline and a 
reversal of the choices that have led to unprecedented mass incarceration; it means 
deconstructing the structural inequities that create educational disadvantages, early 
mortality, and generational poverty.”6  It means addressing the climate crisis with action 
that is as radical as ending slavery was in the 19th century. 

 As our anthem sang out, God has work for us to do. 

Amen. 

                                                      
6 Rabbi Jonah Dov Pesner and Rev. Dr. William J. Barber II, "Reverend and rabbi: Removing symbols of racism 
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