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Today is the last Sunday of Advent – the day when we light the final candle on the wreath – the candle of peace. I must say that prior to becoming your minister, I didn’t know a whole lot about Advent and, to be honest, I’m still learning.  But one thing I do know for sure is that I’ve found meaning and inspiration in the candles we have lit each Sunday and the values and experiences they represent. Lighting these candles has reminded me of what the holiday season is supposed to be about – loving our neighbor, finding hope in the midst of life’s many challenges, experiencing the joy of family, friends, and faith, and working together to create a world of peace.


 Now of all the candles we’ve lit and the values we have lifted up, I must say that the candle for peace is the one I find to be the most challenging and even troubling.  You see, for all of the beautiful words about peace one hears and sings during the holiday season, we live in a world in which war and violence are the norm and peace is the exception. Even more disconcerting is the fact that advocating for peace and being a peacemaker is frequently seen as idealistic, weak, naïve, and even unpatriotic. There are times when I can’t help but feel feel that “Peace on Earth and goodwill towards men” is simply an empty slogan we toss around at the holidays and then quickly forget as we return to the world of war, violence, and fear.    


For many years, I must confess that I shared this cynical and skeptical attitude toward peace and being a peacemaker.  Before becoming a Unitarian Univeralist minister, I spent a number of years working on a PhD in national security studies and international relations. While in school, I was taught and came to accept what I would call the mainstream approach to issues of war and peace, an approach very similar to the one outlined by President Obama in his Noble Peace Prize address. I learned that while peace sounds nice in theory, preparing for war must always be our top priority. We must have the will and the weapons to meet threats with threats, force with force, and violence with violence. Peace is not a goal you consciously strive for, but is instead a by-product of war and national security. As President Obama said in his speech, “The instruments of war do have a role to play in preserving the peace.”


But the longer I studied issues of war and peace, the more I began to wonder if peace by the use or threat of violence was really peace, especially given the fact that history has witnessed so many wars and so much suffering.  If there is one lesson history teaches us, it is that violence always leads to more violence. Victory on the battlefield never makes us fully secure.  There is always another threat to prepare for and another war to fight. The more I studied war and its terrible consequences, the more I came to understand what Gandhi meant when he said, “An eye for an eye leaves the whole world blind.”


My doubts about the usefulness of violence and threats led to an even more fundamental set of questions.  Rather than spending so much time thinking about how best to kill or threaten our enemies, wouldn’t it be better to focus on how a world free from violence and threats can be built? You see, missing from all my classes and conversations about national security was a sense of imagination and possibility. There was simply no commitment to or even interest in something more humane and more just than the status quo – a status quo that continues to fill our world with fear, hatred, and violence.


But if war and violence are not, as President Obama seems to suggest, a path to peace and security, is there any reason to believe or hope that a world of peace and justice – a world in which, as the Hebrew Bible so beautifully says, “nation no longer lifts up sword against nation and in which no one, no one shall be afraid” – is there any reason to believe that such a world will ever come into being, in our lifetimes or in any lifetime?


Friends, I believe there is another way, a way leading us in the direction of peace and justice, a way in which humankind can, as Dr. King so eloquently put it, “overcome oppression and violence without resorting to violence and oppression.”  And that way is the way of the Buddha, of Jesus of Nazareth, of Gandhi, Thoreau, Dr. King, and of Cesar Chavez. That way is the path of nonviolence and peace.


You see, nonviolence recognizes that real and lasting security is ultimately found not on the battlefield, but in the human heart.  Nonviolence seeks transformation through love, not victory through bloodshed. Nonviolence doesn’t see war as being rooted in an evil or aggressive human nature, but instead sees war as being rooted in what one theologian has called the sin of separation. It is the division of the human family into us versus them, friend versus foe, and good versus evil, which leaves the whole world blind.


 Now I can just hear my professors and friends back in the PhD program. “Tim, you have really lost it! Don’t you realize you’re making a specious and illogical argument in saying that peace is the cause of peace? But that’s precisely the argument advocates of peace and nonviolence have made for centuries. As Dr. King put it, “peace is not merely a distant goal we seek, it is the means by which we arrive at that goal… means and ends must cohere because ultimately destructive means cannot bring about constructive ends.”


The goal of nonviolence is transformation through love, not victory through bloodshed.  But what exactly does that mean – transformation through love? Can peaceful means really produce peaceful ends? Can we love our enemies while at the same time achieving peace and justice?


One of my favorite stories about the amazing power of peace and nonviolence is from the civil rights movement and took place in the winter and spring of 1960, when a group of very courageous college students in Nashville, Tennessee undertook a nonviolent campaign to end racial segregation at lunch counters.  


After two months of courageous sit-ins, attacks by angry mobs, and mass arrests of the nonviolent protesters, tensions reached a boiling point when the home of a prominent black attorney was bombed. Angry students marched that very day to City Hall in order to confront Nashville’s segregationist mayor, Ben West. Only a few weeks earlier, West had ordered Nashville’s police to stand aside so that angry mobs could beat students as they staged sit-ins at lunch counters.    


When the students reached City Hall that day, Mayor West met them on the steps. At first, the mayor responded angrily and defensively to the marchers, blaming the students for increasing tensions and provoking violence, including the bombing of the attorney’s home.               


It was at this moment that a remarkable student leader ( and one of unsung heroines of the civil rights movement) named Diane Nash stepped forward to confront the mayor.  Rather than shouting at West, Nash asked the mayor in a calm and compassionate tone of voice, if he felt it was right to discriminate against human beings on the basis of race or color.  Caught off guard by this calm appeal to his humanity, the mayor hesitated, saying that in theory he didn’t support discrimination.  But Nash persisted. “Then Mr. Mayor, are you recommending that the lunch counters be desegregated?” Confronted again by this determined appeal to his sense of fairness and human dignity, West paused, thought for a moment, and then simply answered “Yes I do.”  The students erupted in applause, Diane Nash and Mayor West embraced, and within weeks, Nashville’s lunch counters were de-segregated. 
When he was interviewed some time after his encounter with Diane Nash, Mayor West tried to explain his extraordinary change of heart.  “I found that I had to answer her question frankly and honestly - that I didn’t agree that it was morally right to refuse them service. I received considerable criticism, but if I had to answer that question again, I would answer it in the same way because it was a moral question and it was one I had to answer as a man and not as a politician.”   


Now some of my friends from the Phd program would undoubtedly be rolling their eyes right now as they informed me that there is a big difference between changing the mind of a mayor in one American city and using nonviolence to stop a well-armed and brutal dictatorship from launching a war or brutalizing its own people.  But in just the last twenty five years, nonviolent movements have successfully transformed and even toppled the most horrible and brutal regimes. Think about that for a moment.  A combination of courageous protests and sustained diplomatic pressure, ended apartheid in South Africa.  Nonviolent “people power” also toppled dictatorships in the Philippines, in Chile, and, most astonishingly, communist domination of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Remember, it was just 20 years ago that nonviolent protesters tore down the Berlin Wall without ever firing one shot.


Peace and nonviolence work. They are powerful and effective. We can achieve peaceful ends through peaceful means.  Nonviolence is not sterile passivity or idealistic nonsense. Nonviolence has confronted and transformed brutal tyrants and angry mobs, here in our country and all across the world.


I must say that as I’ve studied and witnessed the courageous and transforming power of nonviolence, I’ve often wondered – where does that leave me, what can I do as a Unitarian Universalist and as a citizen of the world to help bring about peace on earth and goodwill towards all human beings?


First and foremost, as so many of the great spiritual masters have taught, if we want peace in the world, we must embrace peace in our daily lives. You see, every nonviolent step we take, every time we are guided by love rather than anger, compassion rather than indifference, and understanding rather than fear, we move the world, ever so slightly, in the direction of peace.


But being a peacemaker, in our own lives is not enough. We must find ways to work for peace together, drawing courage and wisdom from our common yearning for a better, more peaceful world. And that’s where religious communities like the Unitarian Universalist Church can make a real difference. Through our words, our deeds, and our example, we can weave peace and nonviolence into the very fabric of this community. And as we journey in peace and work together for peace, we help create a path leading away from cynicism and the status quo, a path pointing towards a world overflowing with dignity, justice, and peace. During this holiday season and throughout the year, let there truly be peace on earth, and let it begin with me, let it begin with you, let it begin with all of us.

