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I grew up going to church but I had not really been to a liturgical church prior to coming to DC when I started dating Nina. So we went together to one of her friend’s wedding and we got to that point in the program where you pass the peace. Anybody know what passing the peace? Have you done that before? I didn’t know that! So we get to this point and what it is, you shake someone’s hand and you say ‘peace be with you,’ and then the other person says, ‘and also with you.’ I didn’t know that part! And we were dating so I wanted to look good and impress so we get to the part where the minister tells us to stand up and pass the peace. So someone turned to me and said peace be with you. I said, ‘I’m Joel, good to meet you.’ Another comes up and says peace be with you. I said, ‘I’m Joel and He is risen indeed.’ Another peace be with you. I say, ‘Amen!’ I was using any tool I had and finally we get back to our seats and I was thinking these are a bunch of social misfits, they don’t know how to small talk and I look at Nina and she is laughing and enjoying the situation! So I just turned to her and said, ‘Peace not be with you then!’ I was clueless! I was clueless to the meaning of what just happened when we pass the peace.

So we come to the final portion of our blessing today. It’s the grand finale. God wants to speak a blessing over his people. We find the passage in Numbers 6. This has been our text for this series and it says this.
22 And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 23 “Speak to Aaron and his sons, saying, ‘This is the way you shall bless the children of Israel. Say to them:

24 “The Lord bless you and keep you;
25 The Lord make His face shine upon you,
And be gracious to you;
26 The Lord lift up His countenance upon you,
And give you peace.”’

God stands up and passes the peace. Throughout Scripture, He passes the peace onto us. Psalm 29:11

11 The Lord will give strength to His people;
The Lord will bless His people with peace.

Isaiah 26:3

3 You will keep him in perfect peace,
Whose mind is stayed on You,
Because he trusts in You.
The very first interaction that Jesus has after the resurrection is him coming to his disciples and saying, ‘Peace be with you.’

The apostle Paul in every one of his New Testament letters, he begin it with a summation of this blessing. He says, ‘Grace and peace be with you.’

So we see this tradition of passing the peace. But let me ask a question that I had to ask myself in the story I just told. As we pass the peace, what does that even mea? Are you as foolish as I was in the circumstance of what it actually means? What does God’s blessing of peace have to do with my life? 

The dictionary defines peace as tranquility, calm, the absence of conflict. With our culture, that understanding leads us down a road of deep disappointment doesn’t it? We are living in a world of chaos and conflict. New York Times noted that in 3,100 years of recorded history, we see that about eight percent, I think it was about 286 of those years were without war. 8,000 treaties recorded have been broken. We know that we live in a world of conflict. So it conflicts with this hope we talk about if we live according to this cultural definition of peace. But the word used for biblical peace is the Hebrew word shalom. In Jewish culture it was known not as the absence of something but the fullness of the presence and wholeness of God in our life. Shalom means tranquility. It means harmony and peace and completeness. Peace is not offered in moments, it is offered every moment. It is for us to go after and to appreciate. It is an awareness of everything of the presence of God in every single thing we do. It is not just situational calmness. It goes beyond that. It is the Lord filling our life. The peace of Christ enables us to live surrounded by natural conflicts while still not being overcome. When turmoil tries to tackle us, we are able to stand upright in the midst of that.
Imagine the picture of a palm tree in the middle of a great storm. The palm tree continues to stand. A massive hurricane makes its way to the surface of the land, violent winds whipping things around, rain pours down and the force of the storm begins destruction. Signs and vehicles are thrown around and building are broken down but palm trees remain standing. A palm tree will whip around but it stays planted. It will bend but not break.

Psalm 92:12

12 The righteous shall flourish like a palm tree,
He shall grow like a cedar in Lebanon.

How do they stay standing in the storm? Two things, number one, their flexibility to bend with the wind. Scientists have actually found that a palm tree gains strength because of the storm. You see them leaning down and bending over and it is this stretching that occurs that actually strengthens and grows the tree. So when the storm is done, it will stand back upright and be stronger! That is some preaching material right there! We pray against the very thing that allows us to grow in the Lord and that allows us to expand our capacity. We pray against that exact thing. We might need to embrace the storm that has been brought into our life because if we embrace it and we come to Christ, we will grow through the circumstance.

The second reason is this, if you took a cross section of a palm tree and you look at it, and in a normal tree you see the rings of growth that show you how old that tree is. If you look at a palm tree, you see these little brown spots and they are bundles of vascular strands that reach through the tree all the way down into the root system. So it like a metal cable that is all these individual little metal strands that are interlaced with one another and when you get that whole thing, you get this unbreakable force. The idea is that when the storm comes and it is whipping those trees around, it is so interlaced and intertwined and interconnected in the root system that rarely do you ever see one pulled up out of the ground. You can be in something but not interconnected. There is a big difference between in it and being interconnected with it. You can be in a marriage but not interconnected. You can be in a diverse neighborhood but not interconnected in those relationships. In either one, when storm comes, if you are not interconnected, you will be uprooted. The storm will pull you out. 

Are we rooted in Christ? Are we solid in Him at the end of the day to live and find shalom? You have to focus less on the winds and more on your roots. We pursue significance when our calling is to pursue rootedness. Are you rooted today in Christ? That is where peace comes from
I asked one of our production leaders, David Yost, if he would be willing to share some of his journey in peace and here’s what he had to say,

I was driving down the highway in Baltimore Tunnel when my mom called, my step father had been put on life support. I got real with God real quick. I started cussing Him out and sobbing in the midst of calling out to him. I would never talk to my stepdad again. There was nothing I could do in the moment or in the coming days. I was out of options. We decided to turn to prayer. People got behind us to pray with us. I was begging God for one day to talk to him but someone in our small group called to pray for us and shared that he was going to pass but to stay present and to be there for family. We got off the phone and cried and prayed but when we found was clarity with an inner calm. Things may not go the way we want but it was incredibly apparent that God was with us and for us in the moment. Peace is the feeling you get when you lay back in a hammock. It doesn’t look structurally sound. It seems like a bad idea, it sinks lower than you think but it’s still got you. I could feel the burden on my shoulders, I could feel the presence of it but not the weight of it. Jesus said come to Me all you who are weary and I will give you rest. My yoke is easy and my burden is light. It is weird because a burden is still a burden. How can it be light? I could feel it but I wasn’t holding on to it. 

Peace is not the absence of chaos, it is the presence of God rooted in Christ.

Are you founded in Him? I’ve got an encouraging word for you today. The storms will come. That was it. That was my encouraging word! The storms will come! If you have translated faith differently or somebody else has translated it for you that faith in Christ means that you won’t have storms, then you haven’t read the Scriptures yet. When you get in the Scriptures, here’s what we read in John 16:33
33 These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace. In the world you will have trouble; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.”

In this world, you will have trouble. We don’t like to bank on that promise do we? In this world, you will have trouble. That trouble will come and you will question God and God will say, I told you in this world you will have trouble. But listen, take heart for I have overcome the world. Think about the statement of peace that Jesus makes right there. So He says at the beginning that He gives us peace and He says that in the midst, the context of Roman rule, back when He is speaking this, the audience and the circumstances they had, it is Roman rule, people who are being overtaxed and overburdened and overcome and they are over it! And they are looking for a political leader to rise up and save them and they want Jesus to be that answer. And He says, no, but in the context of all this that is happening, I will give you peace. I will grant you peace in all of this stuff. He doesn’t uproot the Roman government. He doesn’t get rid of all that stuff. But in the midst of, He gives peace.

Listen, if you are having trouble in your workplace, if you are having some issues at home, if your kids are overwhelming you, if you have a broken relationship in your family, God desires to give you peace in the midst of. We pray for something else though don’t we? We pray to be delivered when God says I want to give you presence. We pray to get out of but He says, no, I will come in the middle with you. He offers us his presence. He offers us the give of his life with us.

Remember when the disciples were on the boat with Jesus and the storms came and wind came and the waves were crashing against the boat and the disciples were starting to freak out. So they came and found Jesus and He was sleeping through all this. So they woke Him up and they were yelling that they were all going to die and screaming for Him to save them. And Jesus stepped up and this is the Joel translation of what He said, ‘Calm down!’ ‘Cool it!’ ‘Why are you freaking out?’ ‘Don’t be afraid.’ ‘You of little faith.’

Has anybody ever been in a storm on a boat on the sea? It is scary! You’ve seen those specials on TV and it gets scary. I remember going deep sea fishing when I was young with my dad and we got out there and the waves starting hitting and I was hugging that toilet! It was rough. The waves were coming and it can be terrifying. So Jesus, in the middle of this terrifying moment, stood up and He is this picture of calm. He lives interconnected with his Father in heaven and He is the essence of what it means to have shalom within Him and He is rooted and He has peace in the midst of the storm.
Dr. Judy Walton is a treasure over in Southeast. She has lived for many years in DC over in the Southeast neighborhood and for a number of years, she had drug problems across the street and so she would call the police. She said it was like a McDonald’s drive thru for drugs. So she would try to get the police over but it wasn’t being taken seriously so her frustration was building and building and finally one day the police came over and she was talking and she got so passionate and heated because of this situation and the officer finally said, ‘Listen, you have to trust us to do our job and you need to go over to Southeast Whitehouse.’ The Southeast White House is a ministry house that we invest in and that we are engaged in. So she ends up going to the Southeast White House and something happened in her. Something occurred within her soul. She walked into that house and it is a house that for 20 years people have been praying that the peace of God would rest in that house. So she walked in and the peace of God overcomes her and she starts talking about get in prayer and when she walks in, anger walked out of her life and it was replaced by His peace. And now she has been volunteering for about four years at the Southeast White House. She now gives back to others. And every senior citizen, every adult, every kid that she walks passed, guess what they get, peace. The peace of God. The very thing that she was deficient of. Now she gives an overabundance to those around her. 
Listen to this, God didn’t change her circumstances! God didn’t change her neighbors. He didn’t change the people who were doing wrong. He didn’t change the police. He changed her! He changed her and transformed her from the inside out. He did something in her that she could not do for herself. And He came in and she said, ‘I wanted Him to pluck me out of that situation and I wanted Him to pluck our neighbor or the people who were doing wrong out of those situations but instead, He plugged in to the situation. He showed up in his presence and made me new because of the peace of God within my soul.’

It is a gift He offers to every one of us. His purpose. Psalm 23 is a Psalm where it talks about our good shepherd taking care of us and watching over us. 

The Lord is my shepherd;
I shall not want.

And look at verse 5

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies;

People think that is weird but the idea is this, the table refers to the high places. So you’ve got the high places, actually called the tablelands. So it is essentially, the tablelands were a place where there was abundant grass and food but there were also abundant enemies roaming in that area. So what the Scripture is saying is that you can find the fullness of life in Me even while conflict is roaming all around you. Isn’t that an incredibly peaceful and powerful statement!

One of my favorite Scripture in Psalm 23 doesn’t just come from the beautiful poetic language of the David, it comes through a knowledge and the truth of the living God present within us in all situations and in all circumstances at any moment at any time. In any thing, He is there, in the good and the bad and the tough and in the best and in the worst of times. In the moments of tranquility and in the moments of tribulation,

4 Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I will fear no evil;
For You are with me;
Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.
He drops this peace into our soul and He it gives it to us and it changes us from the inside out. So here is Jesus on the boat and here comes the wind and the storms and here comes the crazy disciples and He stands up with a full confidence in the peace of God in his soul and He says, ‘Fear not, ye of little faith.’ And what does He do? He begins to speak to the winds and He rebukes the winds. He begins to speak to the sea and He rebukes the sea. And what happens? Everything becomes peaceful. Whew! All the circumstances around Him find peace. This is the beauty. What was within Him, what was in the heart and the soul of Christ, now where did it end up? The upside of peace is that it starts inside. But it always ends up outside. It always comes out. It always flows out. So if we want the outside to match the inside, we need the inside to know the upside! We need what is within to transfer throughout. And that is what happens in Jesus. He stands up and He is a picture of peace. It is within his soul and He speaks into his circumstances and what is within is transferred outside of Him.
We know it works both ways. All of us know that what is within us eventually will affect our circumstances. There are two parts to peace. A personal inner tranquility or clarity and an outer relational unity. A personal peace and a societal peace. But one leads to the other and Jesus takes his inner peace and leads to outward peace.

Last weekend, we saw the opposite. A 29 year old man who held on to inner hatred and it came out. A man who grew up, who was born and raised in our country and was educated in our schools and who walked out streets alongside up, decided to pick up an assault rifle and shot 99 people, 49 of them dead in Orlando, Florida. And we find ourselves in a national tragedy and people are hurting and friends and family are hurting and the nation is hurting. In the aftermath comes a continuation of vitriol in our blaming and in our rhetoric and we have people yelling about gun control and we have people yelling about gun rights and we have people yelling about terrorism and then there are just people who are yelling. In the midst of yelling, right now we are going to cut through it for a moment. Let’s pray right now.
Gracious Father, we come to you without a knowledge of the right words to speak our hearts. We know people are hurting so we pray for those who are hurting. We pray for friends and family and we pray for the LGBTQ community who are hurting. We pray for those in this body of believers in our church who are hurting. Lord, we are hurting to see people who were handcrafted by You who were murdered. We find ourselves in hurt but we do only what we know to do and that is to come to You and ask that somehow God You would bring your peace in the midst of the storm. Bring your peace and send the Holy Spirit to do what the Holy Spirit does, to bring comfort in the midst of tribulation and so we pray that your Holy Spirit would surround our nation and would surround us. And now we pray God that your peace may be transfused into our heart and that when it is within that it would transfer to outside to our circumstances. So I pray there things in the name of Jesus, Amen. 
At 9:00 pm we are going to have virtual prayer. We want to invite you to join us wherever you are at 9:00 pm. Join us in virtual prayer. We are going to post on social media so follow us on social media and we will have a few prayer points on there. We would love it if you would pray alongside us. Pray matters. Pastor Dave said this week, the worst is suppression, the best is confession. And God can handle all your feelings including some that may not be so holy. When we communicate with our Father it changes our hearts and it teaches us to lead and act in his ways, to become peacemakers in our neighborhoods and our workplaces and places that are different than us. Peace is a gift from God. Not everyone chooses to live in and partake of it. We live in this world where God granted us free will so we live in the consequences of our good decisions and our bad decisions and we live in the consequences of other people’s good decisions and other people’s bad decisions. 

So it leads me to this point, to this question. To ask myself and God this question, God, do I just seek personal, individual peace? Is that what I focus on? Do I let go of communal or societal shalom? Is that where all of this leads me to? But Jesus didn’t just bless with peace. What did He say in the Beatitudes in Matthew 5? He said blessed is the peacemaker. The one who activates peace in himself and in those around him. 

In Judaism, shalom is used more as a metavalue, an ethic if you will. It is something to go after and something to be worked towards. The key phrase is found in Psalm 34:15 where the phrase is translated – to be a pursuer of peace. So it is this two word that is oxymoronic because the two words go opposite in biblical context. The one word is always coupled in pursuing war and conflict and it is right alongside this word peace which is exactly opposite of it. So you have this powerful marriage of two words right here and we see to pursue peace is a powerful thing. To fight for peace, to go after it, to passionately pursue it. We live in a world that is constantly waging war but we need some people to stand up and to wage peace. To not settle with what is given but to be a disruption of humility and compassion. Daily we are confronted with the violence of a rhetoric that is not scriptural or not given to us from Christ. Do we indulge in that or do we pursue peace? We have been given grace from God and peace from God. Do we reflect that on the world around us? 

God’s blessing is disguised as a double blessing. What does that mean? It means you are given peace so you can make peace. It was given to you to be received and to be given away. What does it mean to be a peacemaker in a culture of conflict and division? 

My first week in high school, two of my classmates got in this huge fight. It was a black guy and a white guy. The white guy spoke racial slurs and it got messy. My parents found out about this. My dad was a pastor of a large influential church in the Chicago area and he found out and he set his title aside and he went to the father of the victim and he made a simple statement. He said if you come up against problems, I want to stand with you. That’s all he said. It was a pastoral way of saying I’ve got your back. I’m with you. And no fight occurred after that and there are some interesting thoughts about that but I don’t have time. No fight occurred after that. I don’t know where the guy who received some of that lashing, I don’t know where he ended up but I know where his younger sister ended up. She ended up at the altar at our church. She came and received Christ in fullness and she has a heart of gold and she is an amazing person and she has been serving God for years and she has been serving her community for years. 

I think sometimes we complicate peacemaking. It is a simple thing. It is not easy but it is simple. Peacemaking is stepping in and sometimes it is taking a hit. Peacemaking is sometimes stepping in and standing with someone. Peacemaking is getting in a conversation and changing the tone of a conversation. It is encouraging somebody. We are called to be peacemakers, to step out of our comfort zone. We have a unique opportunity to do that, to bring peace to those around us. It is an opportunity that is given from the Lord. 

Some of you are walking through a storm right now. He desires to walk with you. He desires to bring you peace in the midst of it. Some of you are walking in the calm right now. You say you are fine. Well fine does not equal peace. Are you pursuing peace in the storm or are you pursuing peace in the calm? Your ability to have peace in the hard times is in direct correlation to your disciple to establish roots in the calm times. Are you intertwining your roots, yourself, in Christ and in his Word?

Just like Dr. Judy was holding onto anger and came into peace and had to let go of that anger. What is it today that you need to release and let go of before the Lord?

I want to ask a couple of question in closing today. Reflect on these questions. Are you holding on to guilt from a past mistake? Release it to God. Find peace today. Are you holding on to bitterness? Maybe towards a friend or family member or a business partner. Release it to God. Lay it down today and find peace. Are you holding on to fear? Fear for safety or fear of what others think of you or fear of your failure. Release it to God. Take a hold of peace. Are you holding on to anger or waiting for circumstances around you to change? Give your heart today to God and find peace.

One of the greatest things in our toolbox is the Word of God. We are going to put his words up on the screen for the next couple of minutes. Some of you need to soak in the Scripture. Some of you need to let go of something. Some of you need to pursue fullness in Christ. Right now, let’s lock in for a few moments and just pursue peace. 
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