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As I reflected this week on our theme of peace, a couple of memories 
came floating through my mind. First, when my oldest son, Christopher, 
was a toddler, I was clear with all of our family and friends that ours 
was a gun-free house. People respected our wishes and did not gift him 
with Nerf guns, water guns, or cap guns…or even Red Ryder BB guns. 
One day, when he was about 5 years old, we were sitting together 
having breakfast when he said, “Look, mom, I made a gun!” He had 
used his teeth to fashion a gun out of his toast and was pretending to 
shoot the room around him. I was heart-broken. For some reason, I 
thought if he didn’t have toy guns, he wouldn’t learn the ways of war. 
 
The other memory that came to mind this week has its roots in my 
years as a youth minister. There was a young man, about Christopher’s 
age, who came to youth group every now and then. His name is Brian. 
When he graduated from high school, he floundered a little bit, but 
then decided to enlist in the Air Force. I remember being a little 
surprised based on what I knew about his personality, but I also have 
known many young people who haven’t known quite what they wanted 
to do with their lives and decided to serve in the armed forces while 
they made up their minds. Some of them, once in, decided to stay. 
Brian was not one of those.  
 
I lost track of Brian and his mom when I left the church they attended. 
A couple years later, I ran into his mom at the grocery store. It was near 
Christmas and she was excited to report that both of her boys were 
going to be home for Christmas. I asked where Brian was currently 



stationed and she said his time in the Air Force was over and he was 
living in town again. And then she told me that Brian was struggling. He 
had been part of a team that worked with drones. She did not share 
with me any specifics about what his  job was, but she did say that 
Brian had intense feelings of guilt for which he was seeking mental 
health care. I had just read a book, which I recommended to her called, 
Soul Repair, by Rita Nakashima Brock. The book explores the idea of 
moral injury and its effects on veterans and their families. Many 
veterans come back from war having done things that, in other 
situations, they would never have done. They return seeing themselves 
not as heroes, but as unforgivable, unworthy and flawed beyond repair.  
 
These memories of the gun-shaped toast and Brian have stuck with me 
for many years and they come to surface whenever the topic of war 
comes up. We live in a world where war is a reality and we must 
understand how deeply it affects the people who live in the midst of it 
and even the ones across the world who watch it on TV and whose tax 
dollars support it, you know people like us. Today’s scripture passage 
from Ezekiel is set in a time when war was a way of life for the Israelites 
and their neighbors.  
 

Ezekiel was a priest during Israel’s exile in Babylon. He was deported 
from Judah in 597 BCE, about 10 years before the destruction of the 
Jerusalem temple. His role in the biblical narrative was to re-gather the 
people of Israel who were scattered into exile, to remind them of their 
identity as God’s chosen people and help them understand what that 
identity meant for their lives that had been upended in every way. 
Ezekiel’s world was a mess. Superpower politics and small-scale ethnic 
nationalism were supported by violent crimes, oppressive economic 
policies, and idolatry that made bad military alliances seem okay. In the 
face of Israel’s disintegrating independence and identity, what the 
people previously believed about God’s role in their lives and the world 



was clashing with the massive shock of warfare, destruction, and 
deportation from the land God had promised them.  
 
Ezekiel wrote to answer the questions being asked by the people who 
had been displaced. “Why are we in exile?” “Did God cause this?” “Is 
God able to do anything in this situation?” Ezekiel used the familiar 
metaphor of shepherds and sheep to answer their questions and then 
to comfort them.  
 
*Their answer come in the form of judgment against Israel’s leaders: 
“The word of the Lord came to me: 2 Mortal, prophesy against the 
shepherds of Israel: prophesy, and say to them—to the shepherds: 
Thus says the Lord God: Ah, you shepherds of Israel who have been 
feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep? 3 You eat the 
fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fatlings; but 
you do not feed the sheep. 4 You have not strengthened the weak, you 
have not healed the sick, you have not bound up the injured, you have 
not brought back the strayed, you have not sought the lost, but with 
force and harshness you have ruled them. 5 So they were scattered, 
because there was no shepherd; and scattered, they became food for 
all the wild animals. 6 My sheep were scattered, they wandered over all 
the mountains and on every high hill; my sheep were scattered over all 
the face of the earth, with no one to search or seek for them.” 
 
And now the words of comfort, presented int eh form of a vision for the 
future: 

“11 For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and 
will seek them out. 12 As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are 
among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep. I will rescue 
them from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of 
clouds and thick darkness. 13 I will bring them out from the peoples and 
gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their own 
land; and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the 



watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land. 14 I will feed 
them with good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel shall be 
their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and they 
shall feed on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. 15 I myself will be 
the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the 
Lord God. 16 I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I 
will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and 
the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice.” 
 
To the Israelites living in Babylon, this vision of God as the good 
shepherd, restoring everything that was wrong in their lives, comforted 
them and gave them hope, especially in light of what they had 
experienced at the hands of the bad shepherds, their own leaders.  
God, the good shepherd, was different. Just as a shepherd makes sure 
the sheep have plenty to eat and a safe place to sleep, so God will care 
for the people. Just as the shepherd takes care of the sheep who are 
injured and weak, so God will heal and nurture the people. And just as 
the shepherd will find the ones who have wandered off and bring them 
back into the flock, so God will find all the people who have been driven 
from their homes and gather them together again.  
 
These passages, one of the good shepherd, and the other of the bad 
shepherds, set alongside each other, highlight the symbiotic 
relationship between poverty and violence. In the first passage there is 
both violence and poverty. Where there is violence, there is poverty. 
Where there is poverty, there is violence. If this is true, and we know it 
is, then where there is peace, there is prosperity. Where there is 
prosperity, there is peace. And we know this is true too. When people 
are able to meet their needs and the needs of their families, it is harder 
for the seeds of war and violence to be sown. This is true certainly in 
places where there is war, but we see it elsewhere too. We don’t have 
to look very far. In any large city in the country, where is the highest 



crime rate? In the wealthy subdivisions or the low-income areas? The 
low-income areas of course. 
 
“On his way to school, a ninth-grader heard the first gunshot from a 
distance. He figured it was meant for him. So, he ran. With the sound of 
gunfire trailing him, he made his way down the street, through an alley 
and to the back door of the weathered two-flat where he lives. He said, 
‘All the time, I was thinking, I want to get home. Then I checked my 
body to see if I was wet (with blood) anywhere.’ This is a story of a 
teenager growing up in, North Lawndale, an impoverished Chicago 
neighborhood, trying to navigate the landscape of gangs and crime…” 
(Dahleen Glanton, Chicago Tribune, March 10, 2018)  
 
We’ve heard stories like this over and over again about our nation’s 
inner cities. In many ways, they are like war zones. People who do not 
have what they need to survive will do things out of desperation that 
we cannot imagine doing. And because of this, they are easy prey for 
gang leaders and extremists whose selfish interests benefit from 
desperation, fear and violence among the neighborhood people, from 
making sure the people see each other as the enemy. For the most 
part, those selfish interests are about grabbing more money and more 
power.  
*I think Scottish philosopher, Thomas Carlyle, had the right idea when 
he wrote, “If there be no enemy there's no fight. If no fight, no victory 
and if no victory there is no crown.  
 
We will not see the end of violence and war as long as there are people 
(bad shepherds) who wear crowns, live in towers, and seek protection 
behind walls, while others live with no roof over their heads, left 
vulnerable by the ones who are entrusted with their care. The ones 
who are vulnerable will inevitably be convinced that one in a tower is 
the enemy and will fight on behalf of one in a different tower. But the 
thing is, they will never actually fight that man in the tower, they will 



fight people just like them, who, just like them, were convinced they 
must fight the enemy. The fighting will never benefit the people doing 
the fighting.  
 
It’s important to for us to recognize that, for people all over the world, 
we are the ones with the crowns, living in towers, protected by walls. 
Oh, how I love standing here in the pulpit, pronouncing judgment on 
our legislators and other world leaders for their lack of concern for the 
young man surrounded by violence in Chicago, and others like him 
living in poverty, and for the people living in war zones or the ones who 
are part of the world’s millions of refugees, displaced by war. But 
Ezekiel does not allow me to place blame entirely on the shoulders of 
the bad shepherds or poor leaders. Yes, he writes at a time of corrupt 
leadership. But, also, he writes at a time when the exiled people are 
used to disruption and fear and some of them have clearly mistreated 
others. 
*“I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up 
the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I 
will destroy. I will feed them with justice” (Ezekiel 34:16). Here the 
message is clear. Yes, the bad shepherds behaved badly, but some of 
the sheep did too. And it’s not okay. Perhaps people brutalizing other 
people during times of extreme stress is human nature. Perhaps it is 
what happens when the pressures from bad leaders and fearful 
existence cause us to turn on one another. We have to resist whatever 
it is and be peacemakers.  
 
I don’t think it is a secret that I am a pacifist. I don’t think human beings 
should kill other human beings. I hold United States service men and 
women in very high regard because they are being asked to do things I 
could not do. They are brave and sacrifice so much to do a job that 
often goes unappreciated and even unnoticed, especially since we have 
the luxury of not living where bombs are being dropped on us. My 
disdain for war and violence is a direct reflection of the value I place on 



our service men and women. I do not want them to have to sacrifice 
their lives, and in some cases wound their own souls, for any reason, 
and especially not for me. So, how can we bring about peace so our 
service men and women, and every bit as importantly, the men and 
women and children from other countries, can stop dying?  
Because of the strong relationship between poverty and war, as the 
shepherd cares for the sheep, we must care for each other. We will 
bring about peace by being peaceful. And let’s face it, we’ve tried 
everything else.  
 
*On Christmas Eve, 1967, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. preached a “A 
Christmas Sermon on Peace.” In it, he said, “And the leaders of the 
world today talk eloquently about peace. Every time we drop our 
bombs in North Vietnam, President Johnson talks eloquently about 
peace. What is the problem? They are talking about peace as a distant 
goal, as an end we seek, but one day we must come to see that peace is 
not merely a distant goal we seek, but that it is a means by which we 
arrive at that goal. We must pursue peaceful ends through peaceful 
means. All of this is saying that, in the final analysis, means and ends 
must cohere because the end is preexistent in the means, and 
ultimately destructive means cannot bring about constructive ends.” 
 
In order to have peace, we must behave peacefully, in our homes, in 
our workplaces, our communities, our nation, and in the world.  
 
*We are in the midst of Advent, waiting and preparing to celebrate the 
birth of one who came to reveal God to the world. The story of Jesus’ 
birth is not of a mighty warrior king coming to conquer the world.  It is a 
story of a poor, vulnerable baby born into a world where the rich and 
powerful always won. Jesus’ message of compassion and justice was 
very different from the message of religious and political leaders of the 
day. Maybe we can relate. And maybe we can be the ones to take his 
message into a world where wealth and power still seem to be winning. 



Maybe this will be the time his message of peace will finally bring about 
peace. Amen. 
 


