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Peace: The Desire of God

Harry Huebner'
Abstracts

To be peacemakers as the Christian scriptures imagine is to participate in the
original peace of God’s creation. There is also a tradition within the Christian faith that
seeks to lessen the distinction between peace as a goal and peace as a way of life and
has sought to view peace as an uncompromising mandate. This tradition holds peace to
be a Christian calling, a calling to return to the original peace in the God's creation.
While peace is never fully embodied on earth, it would be irrelevant if it were not
expressible in some measure in time/space existence, and also it would be meaningless
to embody it without appealing to the original peace that God has placed in the
creation. This account of peace is a shared, fundamental notion in the three
monotheistic religions; furthermore it has close relations with the notion of social
friendship developed by Aristotle. This is while in the secular, modern society, neither
there is any peace in its monotheistic sense nor in its Aristotelian sense of friendship.
But the structure of contemporary society could be formed in another way, and making
use of peacemaking and deep sources of our religious traditions can help us in doing
SO.

Keywords: Peace, Original Peace, Peace of Christ, Friendship, Monotheistic
Religions
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Introduction

In the three monotheistic religions peace is a fundamental theme, albeit never
dissociated from justice. Moreover, peace is not best understood as the absence of war;
it is a positive concept, intrinsically tied to friendship that binds people together
regardless of the stresses that threaten it. As such it is essential for political/social
community. Aristotle’s polis presupposes this very thing and he argues that for it to
thrive there must be a bond of a kind that surpasses human tendencies to exaggerate
the importance of their own positions over others." The virtue of friendship trains
citizens to see themselves in relations to others as if others matter both in themselves
and in relation to their own ability to cultivate the good. Aristotle argues that without
something like friendship, the glue that holds a group together becomes coercive.
Today we are more familiar with the latter than with Aristotle’s political community.
Hence our contemporary societies tend to be aggregates of strangers forced into
obedience by powers with authority backed by the threat of death.” This is a pseudo
harmony at best and is so at the local, national, and international levels.

Of course, the structure of contemporary society could be otherwise (there is no
necessity to history), and harvesting the profound (peacemaking) resources of our
religious traditions can help make it so. But such an exercise requires both the rational
resilience of our best thinking and the cultivation of the best practices of humanity.
The realization that peacemaking is not merely a psychological capacity but a skill that
inhabits a social space can strike the modern reader as a novel idea. Nevertheless,
peace names a complex space, one that resists reduction to a singular grammar, and
especially to a single harmony devoid of difference and conflict.

Given this preamble it will surprise no one that I will forego the usual route of
exploring whether and if so under what conditions violence (war) might be justified-
that is the tone of moral discourse found wanting by more and more adherents within
the Christian tradition, even within those traditions that have a long history of

1. Aristotle describes three types of friendship: The friendship of utility, the friendship of pleasure, and the
friendship of the good. It is the latter type that is required for the polis, and hence it is sometimes called
“political friendship.”

2. For a helpful study on “The Myth of the State as Savior,” see American Catholic theologian William T.
Cavanaugh, Theopolitical Imagination (London: T & T Clark, 2002).



embracing it." My focus will instead be on seeking to empower the virtue of peace and
its partner virtue-friendship. But this is not an easy undertaking since it requires the
overcoming of significant obstacles, including those pertaining to the contemporary
views of the self. The history of the self (the self too has a history) has developed such
that we have gradually weakened the capacity to view ourselves as contingent and
dependent, that is, as intertwined with the good of a community of selves (polis);* a
good not defined by us (that would be a value) but a good that opens space in which
we can find our true identity as human beings under God. Such a re-imagining of self
and our communities is certainly a challenge in the secular west.

Original Peace: It is possible to read the history of Christian theology as an effort to
keep together the three theological notions of creation, redemption, and sanctification;
it is equally possible to read it as a failed history precisely to the extent that these three
notions have been pushed apart. Moreover, in the quest to keep them united rightly we
find potential for fruitful connections among the three monotheistic faiths.

David Burrell and Elena Malits, two American Roman Catholic theologians, make
just this claim in their book Original Peace: Restoring God’s Creation. They point out
that in each of the scriptures of the monotheistic faiths readers are invited to see the
universe as “freely created by one God who cares for it and offers human beings a

special role to play in its development.”

That is, monotheists see creation as given in
peace; as God’s free gift which comes to us as unmerited grace. And the “receiving” of
God’s creation with trust (gifts are received, not merely, if at all, grasped
intellectually) commits us to a moral stance shaped by a commensurate response. In
other words, to receive and accept God’s gift is to submit to God as creator and
provider-to trust the giver of life. The Godly life, therefore, is a kind of trust and

openness to the source of life itself and a commitment to restore the peace of original

1. An example of this change in tone can be found in the Papal Encyclical Pacem in Terris: Encyclical of
Pope John XXIII on Establishing Universal Peace in Truth, Justice, Charity, and Liberty, April 11, 1963,
where Pope John XXIII says in part, “A general agreement must be reached on a suitable disarmament
program, with an effective system of mutual control. In the words of Pope Pius XII: ‘“The calamity of a
world war, with the economic and social ruin and the moral excesses and dissolution that accompany it,
must not on any account be permitted to engulf the human race for a third time.’" Para. #112. This is
language that tempers that of some versions of the Just War Theory.

2. .For a helpful study of the history of the self see, Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the
Modern Identity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989).

3. David Burrell and Elena Malits, Original Peace: Restoring God’s Creation (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press,
1997), 7.
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creation. Of course human beings can refuse to acknowledge this trust, but they do so
at they own peril.

John Milbank, a contemporary Anglican theologian, argues that it is “secular
reason” that has made it particularly difficult to understand the Christian faith today,
even the religious debate as such. For secular reason has made religion an entirely
private matter not governed by any public logic. In response Milbank does not seek to
bring religion under any form of universal reason, secular or otherwise-that would be
its demise, he believes-rather he thinks of Christian theology as a story with its own
mythos, logos, and praxis." Christian theology offers an interpretation of the world and
of all aspects of life as an alternative to secular interpretations. But it is not merely an
alternative reading, it is a better one, a truer one, Milbank believes. And at the roots of
this “alternative” story lies a view of creation that all three religions share, namely, the
story of God creating a cosmos peacefully, emanating alone from God’s gratuitous
generosity and grace. This, Milbank suggests, is a story in stark contrast to the
Babylonian account of creation and it lays the ontological basis from which all of life
is lived and understood.

Milbank bases his insights on the writings of Augustine (354-430) and his contrast
between the two cities-the Civitas Dei and the Civitas terrena. The former is
underwritten by the assumption of ontology of peace and the latter by ontology of
violence. In other words, the cities of common social practice, like Rome, are so
entrapped by the commitment to violent power competitions that their ethics begins
and ends with conquest and occupation. The biblical story of original (ontological)
peace provides an alternative.

As Milbank explains, “The Civitas terrena is marked by sin, which means, for
Augustine, the denial of God and others in favour of self-love and self-assertion; an
enjoyment of arbitrary, and therefore violent powers over others . . . .“> Whereas,
Civitas Dei is a space called into existence by creator God and is marked by fellowship
with God and friendship among (not dominion over) the beings whose lives are
equally gifted by God. Of course, the desire of creator God is that all the earth may be
saved from self-destruction by the turn of love for God and fellow human beings. This
calls forth a distinct people to bear witness both in word and in practice to the divine
invitation. This, he argues, was the call to the ancient children of Israel (as a light to

1. See John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers,
1990), 3811t.
2. Ibid., 390.



the nations) and is the Christian story to the church; as such they are to be “signs” that
point to and embody the telos of peace.

Much more could obviously be said about the original peace of creation but I want
briefly to identify two implications of this way of setting the agenda: first, on this
account, peacemaking is an activity seen as working with, instead of against, the grain
of the universe.' This view of peacemaking changes the playing field from the
standard modern notion of the “original state of nature” as a state of war which must
be domesticated (made peaceful) by human efforts.” But, Milbank continues, not only
is the assumption of “original violence” the exclusive domain of the modern social
contract theorists, post-modern thinkers from Nietzsche to Derrida, Foucault, and
Deleuze, in advocating an “ontology of difference,” likewise ground their views of
human relations in ontological violence. This does not mean that “difference” need be
inherently violent but it is so parsed when placed under the nihilistic gaze of
Nietzsche. For example, speaking about the body, Nietzsche says: “. . . it will have to
be an incarnate will to power, it will strive to grow, spread, seize, become
predominant-not from any morality or immorality but because it is /iving and because
life simply is will to power . . . . ‘Exploitation’ does not belong to a corrupt or
imperfect primitive society; it is a consequence of the will to power, which is after all
the will to life.””
social reality fail to give an account of the peace desired by creator God. He argues

Milbank claims that both the modern and post-modern renditions of

that the Christian reading of the world should resist giving violence an ontological
hearing and instead should see violence as rooted in a view of self that is independent
of God and hence a distortion of reality. In other words, to work for peace is to work
with and not against the structure of fundamental reality.

The second implication of the claim of original peace pertains to truth seeking and
persuasion. For both to be protected from slipping into forms of violent activity they
must be framed in non-coercive forms of presence, something akin to bearing witness.
(This is a perspective that Milbank does not present strongly enough.) The persuasion
of the truth is non-violent only when it permits a rejection that might rebound in
violence, even in one’s own death (martyrdom); that is, it is non-violent only when it

1. For an extensive treatment of this theme see Stanley Hauerwas, With the Grain of the Universe: The
Church’s Witness and Natural Theology (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2001).

2.1 am referring here to the work of John Locke and Thomas Hobbes.

3. Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 1966),
203.
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refuses to exercise a dominion that forecloses free response. For an example of the
logic of both these implications we turn to the story of Jesus.

The Peace of Jesus Christ: Islam and Christianity share many theological
convictions about the importance of Jesus but they also diverge over their
understanding of Jesus. For Christians Jesus is the incarnation of God, thus breaking
the categorical divide between transcendence and immanence.'This leads to more than
a narrow difference over metaphysics; it is also a hermeneutical and ethical difference.
In the end the Christian faith centers on a person (Jesus) while Islam focuses on a text
(the Quran). Christians cannot give an adequate account of their faith without telling
the story of Jesus. This does not mean that text is unimportant for Christians or stories
for Muslims but the biblical text is important for Christians because through it we can
get the account of Jesus right. Hence, Christian theology and ethics require narrative in
a way that Muslim ethics and theology do not. Also, Christian ethics cannot be
properly understood apart from discipleship-following Jesus, or shaping one life after
another’s.” In large measure Christian ethics gets shaped by what it looks like to live
“in Christ” in a particular place. It does not follow from this that an absolute
distinction must be made between “followers of Jesus” and “children of a gracious
creator God,” but it does mean that for Christians the notion of “children of a gracious
God” is made intelligible through “following Jesus.” Hence how Jesus chose is
critical for how we must choose.

When Jesus announced his ministry and mission (Luke 4) he did not employ an
original, newly minted construct of social justice. He reached back to what was
already said by the prophet Isaiah. In other words, the tradition as narrated had it
right; the tradition as lived needed adjustment. He read from Isaiah 61: “The spirit of

1. See, for example, the Apostle Paul’s teaching in Colossians: “He is the image of the invisible God, the
firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and
invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers-all things have been created through him and
for him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the head of the body,
the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in
everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his
cross” (Colossians 1:17-20).

2. For further work on discipleship-ethics see especially the work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, e.g., The Cost of
Discipleship, John Howard Yoder’s, The Politics of Jesus, and Stanley Hauerwas’, The Peaceable
Kingdom. All argue for the discipleship paradigm for casting the ethical enterprise.

3. It should also be acknowledged that for Christians there is great variety on how Jesus has been a model
for ethics. Christian Mennonite ethics takes a rather distinct slice in this discussion not shared by some

other Christians, emphasizing peace and discipleship.



the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He
has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let
the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19). Then
he stated that in these words he saw the fulfillment of his own mission. Clearly his
“platform” was about the personal and social well-being of all humanity. But when the
people heard ““all humanity” they revolted and sought to kill him. In the overcoming of
society’s failures he made it clear that the strategies of the past had been less than
successful in giving expression to the vision of the original peace of creator God
because they did not include justice for all. And the embodiment of this mission is
what he took upon himself.

What were the dominant models of prophetic social witness available at the time of
Jesus? There were many but in general terms primarily three: the devout keepers of the
religious tradition (the Pharisees and Sadducees), the Dead Sea sects at Qumran
(especially the Essenes), and the social revolutionaries (the Zealots). Jesus was critical
of each because of his commitment to universal love rooted in creator God.

He went out of his way to critique the religious leaders not because they embraced
the law and the tradition but because they reduced it to an intellectual construct in
disregard for the humanizing practices the law was meant to promote and protect. So
he said things like the Sabbath laws were made for human beings and not the other
way around.! This meant that within the reign of God the criticizing of people under
the law could not disregard the practice of God’s gratuitous grace; it was meant to
express it. So he healed the man with a withered hand on the Sabbath-deliberately
making his point that he could not accept the Pharisaic practice of sacrificing people to
the law.”

There is less explicit critique of the Essenes because this form of social withdrawal-
waiting for the Messiah (even seeking to hasten his coming) while practicing self-
purification through devotional exercises-seemed quite beyond serious appeal for
Jesus. He too was a man of the desert but only to return into the social fray with
greater clarity of vision and mission-determined to teach, cleanse, and heal.

1. See especially Mark 2:23-3:6. Among other things, Jesus says: “The sabbath was made for humankind,
and not humankind for the Sabbath; so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath” (Mark 2:27-28).

2. Jesus had an ongoing argument with the Pharisees over the law. This is also shown in Matthew 5 where
he takes specific laws of the tradition and juxtaposes them with “but I say unto you . . . . “ He also says,
“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to
fulfill” (Matthew 5:17).
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The Zealots seemed to offer the greatest attraction to Jesus, but in the form of
temptation. They had something quite right-the indefatigable commitment to social
change, something the other two models lacked-but they also had something quite
wrong, according to Jesus-they hated their enemies and sought to exterminate them in
their quest for justice, something friendship with God and neighbour (including
enemy-Matthew 5:44) forbad. Jesus struggled with the Zealot temptation in his early
life and again before his death while facing his own enemies that were to kill him; for
example, whether to “call down the legion of angels” to destroy his persecutors.' But
although he admired their concern for changing the unjust status quo he refused their
violent strategies.

Jesus rejected all three options in favour of another. He called out a grassroots
movement of disciples (students) chosen from many walks of life and especially the
Zealots.” And he taught them the ways of the kingdom of God and the virtues of
friendship love.” A central teaching of the ways of the kingdom was that it included all
of humanity-Jews and gentiles, men and women, children and adults, friends and
enemies-all are graced with God’s generosity. Clearly not an easy teaching; he lost one
of his close disciples in the process, and others demonstrated exceptional dullness and
difficulty in understanding.

One aspect that made the teaching of Jesus challenging was its lack of conventional
political strategy. By refusing to accept the revolutionary violence of the Zealots Jesus
did not mean to reject revolutionary strategies for social change. Like today this was
hard for his followers to imagine. But what he called into existence was a group of
ordinary people and through them he gave voice to the teachings and practices of the
kingdom. This involved bringing the religious leaders to task when they misinterpreted
the law as an instrument to lord over people; giving expression to instances of unjust
poverty and oppression; and inviting people to open themselves to the transforming

1. See Matthew 26:53.

2. Oscar Cullman has argued that as many as half the disciples of Jesus may have been Zealots. See Oscar
Cullman, The State in the New Testament (New York: Scribners, 1956).

3. See, for example, Jesus’ interpretive gloss on the Jewish Shema: “You shall love the Lord your God with
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your
neighbour as yourself” (Luke 10:27). His response to the trick question that followed, “Who is my
neighbour?” is the parable of the Good Samaritan where he critiques the religious leaders’ interpretation
of the law, not by holding it dear but by misapplying it. In other words, love of neighbour applies not
only to those the tradition has comfortably placed inside the covenant but also to those whom the

tradition has defined outside, namely, as enemy.



powers of creator God to participate in recreating what was already created but marred
by sin.

As Burrell and Malits remind us, “Anyone seeking to restore the ‘original peace of
creation’ faces an insurmountable task.”' And Jesus certainly did. The disorder in the
world then and now makes an easy fix impossible. For truth has its enemies
(ignorance); peace has its enemies (violence); justice has its enemies (corrupt powers
and their social structures). To stand steadfast in the face of these counter-powers (sin)
is to face the inevitability of suffering. Jesus teaches that those who follow his
teachings must accept the possibility of suffering, not because there is salvation in
suffering itself but because its shunning may lead to sin. It is better to suffer and die
than to sin.

The cross (the expression and symbol of suffering) is therefore not an optional
teaching of Jesus even though it is painful for his disciples to hear. Clearly the cross
was not something desired either by Jesus or by his followers, but it was, according to
John Howard Yoder, “the political, legally-to-be-expected result of a moral clash with

the powers ruling his society.””

The cross of Christ stems directly from his teaching on
non-retaliation and enemy love. Jesus was not a soldier who died in battle; he was a
martyr who died refusing to give up love for enemy (an ontological commitment) in
exchange for his own life. “Go and do likewise” is a somewhat stiff challenge for any

disciple.

The Apostle Paul continued Jesus’ teaching of non-retaliation and peace to the group
of fledgling churches after Jesus’ resurrection and ascension.” He emphasized Jesus’
vision for cosmic restoration, namely, the redemption of the entire created order.* For
him, as for Jesus, the language of redemption and of the original peace of creation are
one, and hence salvation is for all creation. Moreover, Messiah followers are to train
themselves to be like Jesus: “you are the body of Christ” (1 Corinthians 12:27), and *.

1. Burrell and Malits, Original Peace, 15.

2. John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 129.

3. For example, “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them” (Romans 12:14), and“Do
not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far
as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the
wrath of God,; for it is written, "Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord." No, "if your enemies are
hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap
burning coals on their heads." Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Romans
14:17-21).

4. For a recent study of the Apostle Paul’s theology of peace see Gordon Zerbe, Citizenship: Paul on Peace
and Politics (Winnipeg, MB: CMU Press, 2012).
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. . be imitators of God, as beloved children; and walk in love, just as Christ also loved
you and gave himself up for us” (Ephesians 5:1).

The peace of Jesus Christ is deeply rooted in the gratuitous gift of creator God and
the early church sees in this affirmation the possibilities of new relations with creation-
toward fellow human beings and all else. The peace of Christ forbids the strict
separation of what is wrought through human effort and what is given by divine grace,
for it is an invitation into the original peace of creation.

Making peace: Not all Christians have made the same inferences from the life and
teachings of Jesus and Paul. Our history betrays us, and repentance is not optional!
While most have seen war as a problem, the majority have sought ways to justify war
under exceptional conditions, namely, as a lamentable last resort to bring about justice
not attainable through peaceful means. This is particularly so in cases of liberating
and/or protecting innocent civilians.' There is also a tradition within the Christian faith
(one that I represent) that seeks to lessen the distinction between peace as a goal and
peace as a way of life and has sought to view it as an uncompromising mandate. This
tradition holds peace to be a Christian calling. Hence, to “seek and pursue” peace
(Psalm 34:14; 1 Peter 3:11) becomes a mission, not only in personal relations but in all
matters of human existence, social and political, local and global, structural and
interpersonal. Peace therefore becomes the focus of an academic discipline of analysis
and study as well as an individual and corporate discipline of prayer, meditation, and
practice.

This view of Christian peacemaking has less to do with employing the right
strategies or even making the right decisions than with cultivating the right virtues. For
as Alastair MacIntyre reminds us in After Virtue and Friedrich Nietzsche before him
argued, without the virtues that shape characters, coercion and manipulation are the
operating practices. The latter is Maclntyre’s lament for the current state of moral
decay in contemporary Western societies. MacIntyre’s work helps us to make sense of
how we can participate the peace ethic of the Jesus narrative.

Modern thought has quarreled over ways of viewing human identity. For Descartes
the key was “cogito” (the thinking Ego), for Locke tabula rasa (empty slate) and
experience, for Kant reinen Vernumft (pure reason), and so on. But all lack the more

1. See, for example, A. James Reimer, Christians and War: A Brief History of the Church’s Teaching and
Practices (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2010), especially his last chapter “Policing, Human
Security, and the Responsibility to Protect,” 158-176.



transcendent gaze of Jesus and Paul, for whom “we are friends”, was the fundamental
stance of human existence rooted in the reception of God’s gratuitous gift.

MaclIntyre narrates the degeneration of moral thinking and practice in Western
tradition through these (and other) Enlightenment thinkers and argues that today’s
resultant emotivist habits of the mind are such that they make ethics an
incomprehensible enterprise altogether. David Hume’s fact/value distinction (is/ought
dichotomy) in effect reduced moral evaluation to personal values. The Aristotelian
tradition had posited otherwise. Aristotle too distinguished between what is and what
ought to be but not on the basis of the division of logical realms. He distinguished
between what something (someone) is as a matter of empirical fact and what
something (someone) could be if it were fully what it ought to be. In other words, what
one is and what one ought to be are empirical distinctions not logical ones. And in
antiquity the quest of the moral person was to become as fully as possible what one
ought to be. For Aristotle this quest was governed in part by phronésis (prudence).
Hence if one is a teacher (a fact) one can know what one ought to do since what the
teacher truly is (its telos) and the good of a teacher are one. What made a particular
teacher good were the virtues (skills) practiced by being a teacher? But as Maclntyre
points out, if one removes the notion of telos, either from teacher or being human, as
Hume’s distinction does, then a teacher is what a teacher does and humans are what
they do. Hence the discipline of ethics as such has little sense.

Christians have found the structure of Aristotle’s practical reasoning helpful even
though they claim the merits of Aristotle’s phronésis only in part. Understanding the
telos of humanity (human nature) through the eyes of friendship comes to us through
the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. For example, loving neighbour does not mean
that we will not have enemies, but it does mean, as it meant for Jesus, that we cannot
kill them. This form of life requires the cultivation of key practices. For example,
lament and patience are important because things are often not as we think they ought
to be and the temptation is to change them using any means necessary. As people of
peace, we must resist that temptation. The virtue of hope is essential in that we believe
that God is acting in this world. We believe that creation which was freely given is
now being graciously transformed, even when it is not always apparent and not on our
schedule. But we also believe that our own impatient violent intrusion to fix it retards
its progress.

This view of the Christian peacemaking assumes an understanding of moral agency
more akin to faithful witness than efficacy. It thinks like a grassroots movement. It
seeks to build partnerships with others as is possible in order to transform violence and
oppression to peace; it seeks to actively engage in violence reduction; it works at
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resisting temptations to violence through prayer and meditation and the purification of
thoughts of violence and hated; it works at naming and peacefully overcoming
oppressions of the powerless; and it engages in active study of conflicts and their
peaceful resolution around the world.

Of course, this vision of Christian peacemaking presupposes a community called
church-a community of character. This is where the virtues are taught and cultivated.
This is where the story of Jesus is told, interpreted, and lived. The apostle Paul calls
the church the “body of Christ.” The church is more accurately said to be an ethic
rather than have an ethic; or it is a body of believers seeking to be a testimony (a sign)
of the new humanity of friendship (an alternative polis) that is brought into existence
by the cross and not the sword. Hence, the very existence of the church is its witness.

At the end of the Christian Bible we have an interesting vision of the gathering of
faithful “elders” before God. The question is raised about “who is worthy to open the
scroll;” that is, who is able to interpret and give meaning to history? And the answer in
the text is that the “Lamb that was slain” is worthy. It is suggested from this image that
God’s movement of history is through the faithful and obedient servants whose work
God blesses. It is not power and might that moves history toward the redemptive
purposes of God, but suffering and patient witness and the practice of love of
neighbour. This has led to the notion of the “Lamb’s war;” a war fought not with guns
but with peace; perhaps a kind of non-violent jihad.

Conclusion: Aligning our Desires: The logic of my argument has been that to be
peacemakers as the Christian scriptures imagine is to participate in the original peace
of God’s creation. This pose invites all of humanity into a trust and respect that goes
counter to the coercive spirit that drives so much of human relations today. For
difference and truth-seeking do not require domination; they require deference,
forbearance, and the tenacity of spirit.

Perhaps it is this grammar of friendship that made possible the recent scenes at
Tahrir Square of Coptic Christian and secular protesters guarding and protecting
praying Muslims. That happened the other way around as well. With all three groups
there was a practice of “political friendship” that required the safeguarding of the other
as other. The citizenry in which they were participating seemed larger than Egypt-
perhaps even larger than what is named by the Arab Spring movement; a view that is
promising because it points to a friendship that transcends narrow conceptions of race
and nation.

It is hard to understand Christian ethics without the notion of prolepsis, Thomas
Aquinas' Christian appropriation of Aristotle. While the telos (good) of humanity is



never fully embodied on earth, it would be irrelevant if it were not expressible in
time/space existence. Therefore, as Thomas argued, the telos always serves to perfect
nature through participation in its perfection which lies beyond nature.

No one will argue that the peace that God desires is already fully present, but most
will agree that we stand as both observers and as participants before it. This dual pose
is crucial as we place ourselves under the holy (sanctification). In important ways
God’s peace cannot be humanly achieved at all, although it can be expressed. That is,
we can be drawn into it if we open ourselves to God through the disciplines of spiritual
practices like prayer and study; in other words, we can practice peace before its time.
This means that we may be at odds with what is “normal” in our violent world; but for
those of us who believe in the givenness of God's peace, it means more profoundly
that when we express friendship to one another we are working with the grain of the
universe, and hence with the desire of God, not at odds with it.
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