World Communion Sunday, October 2, 2011
Lincoln Park Presbyterian Church
Kent M. Organ, Interim Pastor

Texts:  Psalm 24; John 17:13-21a




A Vision in an Imperfect World

It’s a familiar picture.  It’s a sphere.  It’s round.  It is marked by oceans, mountains, clouds, seas.  The colors are greens and browns, whites and blues.  It is the now familiar image  of planet earth from space.  The impression this picture gives us is one of peace, of unity, of integrity and wholeness.  Even a preschool child, when shown this photograph, will say  immediately,  “It’s a picture of the world.”

We saw our planet from outer space for the first time within the lifetime of many of us, and if we are fortunate, this vision will revolutionize the way we think and act.  Scientists tell us that from space what we see is an organism whose wholeness depends on the health of all its parts.  The picture  of planet earth presents a small, fragile ball, a world without boundaries.

That image is a powerful one: a world without walls.  A vision of God’s world, where none are strangers, foreigners, enemies, but all are members of the whole household.

The camera moves in closer.  The space ship descends.  Closer and closer.  Close enough to see the rival claims, the rival religions and tribes and ideologies, the misunderstandings and hurts, resentments and hatreds, and  the artificial lines separating “ours” from “theirs,” the familiar from the feared.  Close enough to see  the armies and the armaments and the victims.





     * * * *

As to the vision, each community in the global family has its own special word for what God gives, what God intends:  shalom, salaam, mir, la paz.  May peace be yours: safety, security, well-being, wholeness, harmony.  That ideal is embedded in our heads and hearts.  All humanity senses its promise.

But unless we remove ourselves either to outer space or to some inner space, our actual historical experience of the vision of peace, in an imperfect world, is at best  partial.  Because in every approximation of peace in this on-the-ground world, we are always far from that vision seen from the distance,  far from the ideal of our faith and hopes and dreams.

I remember – most of you do too – the upsurge of hopefulness  twenty-some years ago when the Cold War ended.  There were candlelight marches in cities of the dissolving Soviet Union, in Eastern Europe and Russia also. Dictatorships fell as entire peoples said, “Enough.”  The first President Bush responded with a unilateral initiative to reduce nuclear arms – “trusting  without verifying” – and soon after,  President Gorbachev made similar cuts  in the Russian arsenal.  Two great powers, which for more than fifty years  had been deadlocked in mutual suspicion and enmity seemingly were becoming partners with a shared interest  in preventing inadvertent war.  It was a time of enormous promise.

We look back now with wistfulness.  Because the guns and bombs  have not been silenced.  When the restraints that the two super-powers had exercised in their spheres were removed, ancient ethnic and religious hatreds  boiled over, in the Balkans, between Armenians and Azerbaijanis, Croats and Serbs.  And  in the Middle East, with the rise of the Taliban, and tensions  between Shiites, Sunnis and Kurds.  Then came 9-11 – to which we responded by invading, first, Afghanistan, and then Iraq, exacerbating already existent hatred of the U.S. and the West.  Which adds even more  animosity and threat than existed before.  The shift from stalemate in the Cold War to the present conflict with terrorism reminds us that, in geo-politics, every “solution”  has a way of  ushering in unexpected new crises  and predicaments.  




     * * * *

The dynamics are perennial.  There is a huge mural at the United Nations headquarters in Geneva, in the Council Hall, where nations and factions for decades have met at tables to seek to resolve conflicts.  The mural, which is painted on all four walls  and the ceiling  is called “Victors and Vanquished.” The artist, Jose Maria Sert, from Salamanca, Spain, completed the mural during the Spanish Civil War.  It depicts on one side the winners in armed conflict.  There are banners and marching, but the victors’ celebration is somewhat muted  by the casualties whom the returning soldiers carry, and by the anguish of widows and orphans.  On the other side of the mural are the defeated, bent down, beaten for now, but their fists are clenched – you can see the resentfulness and bitterness – and you recognize  that foremost in the minds of the vanquished  is revenge.  Right now, does anyone, even for a moment, believe that the killing of Anwar al-Awlaki will make al-Qaida any less intent on attacking America? 
Arguably, the most wrenching conflict in our nation’s history was the American Civil War, though it concluded with remarkable sensitivity to the vanquished.  “With malice toward none, with charity for all,” the President intoned.  At Appomattox, the Blue saluted the defeated Gray, and Grant provided Confederate troops with food and clothing.  Lincoln declared an amnesty.  The rebels were embraced as fellow Americans.

Even so, the South’s anguish was nearly unquenchable.  The founding of the Ku Klux Klan at war’s end and the assassination of the President are barely suggestive of the deep, embittered, lasting aftermath of defeat.

And if that was so in the era of rifles, bayonets and cannons, if that was so in a war between siblings, how much more so in an era of missiles, tanks, bombs – and suicidal attacks – in which the hostility is between cultures with little comprehension of or even use for  each other.  Dwight David Eisenhower, who knew a great deal about all this, said  fifty-five years ago,  “We are rapidly getting to a point  that no war can be won.”





     * * * *

So peace-making, the pursuit of the vision of God’s shalom, salaam,  means that adversaries must find a way to talk with each other.  Understand each other.  And seek to make room for one another.  It is why the United Nations remains relevant, and rebuilding its integrity and effectiveness is important.  The world needs – Palestinians and Israelis need, the West and the Arab world need – an arena where conversations can happen between sides  which cannot stand each other, have demonized each other – conversations  which may seem fruitless and take forever to get started, and reach stalemates, but still  must take place – because each side has to hear, has to be aware of, has to begin to look out for the interests of the other, to provide the other side a degree of satisfaction, and room to maneuver, and even ways to back down while saving face.

Christian friends, do you recognize that these considerations are as pertinent for conflicts in this neighborhood, or conflicts in your extended family or household – every bit as much as  in the global community?  Do you see that?
But this Sunday morning, gathering at this table, our focus is the world.  We pray that Israel and the PLO will come to the table.  Somalians, Zimbabweans, North Koreans, Russians, Chinese, and Americans.  Leaders from Muslim and Christian lands,  East and West.  Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland.  

This symbolic day – although unique to our particular faith tradition – carries a comprehensive, universal promise  and challenge, as Christ invites  people of every nation, saying, “Come, for all is made ready . . .  You  who wonder how to break  the cycles of hurt and retaliation, come receive my body, broken for all.  You whose woundedness or anger calls for vindication,  come partake of this cup, of my life poured out for your healing.  Come, take your place at my table, set  for the whole human family.”  This is the vision.  This is the invitation.





     * * * *


Several years ago, astronauts from many countries organized the Association of Space Explorers in order to share with all humanity  their remarkable perspective  on planet Earth, seen from far above.


Muhammed Ahmad Faris, a Syrian, described our planet  as “indescribably beautiful, with the scars of national boundaries gone.”


Aleksei Leonov, a Russian cosmonaut, saw Earth  as “small, light blue, and so touchingly alone, our home that must be defended  like a holy relic.”


Bin Salman al-Saud, a Saudi Arabian space traveler, observed, “The first day or so, we all pointed to our [own] countries.  The third or fourth day, we were all pointing to our continents.  By the fifth day, we were aware of only one Earth.”


And Edgar Mitchell, a U. S. astronaut, said, “The peaks  [of my time in space] were the recognition  that this  is “a harmonious, purposeful, creating universe.  The valleys  came in recognizing  that humanity wasn’t behaving  in accordance with that knowledge.”






     * * * *


May the Creator of this small, fragile ball, our common home, grant to us and all humankind  the vision, wisdom  and compassion to act in accordance with what God has given us, what God  intends.


Now, come – with people everywhere – “come, for all is made ready.”
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