8 November 2015 : Armistice Day : Matthew 5 : 38-48  
Another Armistice Day, and one commemorated under the shadow, according to the head of MI5, of the highest terrorist threat level in the UK for 3 decades. Obviously, the opportunity offered by the Syrian crisis to Islamic State to infiltrate trouble-makers among genuine refugees, is among the reasons why the level of vigilance must be as high as it is, but so is the use of increasingly sophisticated electronic communications.
I know the surveillance of internet and e-mail use by the security services is, as far as some people are concerned, controversial. They may claim it goes against the right to privacy, but I think we have to weigh that in the balance against the right to safety, and if the cost of sleeping sound in our bed at night is that someone at GCHQ reads our facebook or twitter page, surely that’s a price worth paying any day of the week. 

Naïve as I may be, I believe that if you’ve nothing to hide, you’ve nothing to fear, and if anyone does have something to hide, let’s get it investigated for everyone’s sake. Another hot potato at the moment is the possible renewal of the Trident missile system, and this is a serious discussion that doesn’t divide neatly down the usual party lines. 
Maybe you have strong views on that matter, one way or another, as I do, though I hope we might all agree that the pulpit is not the place to express them. But I do hope we might all agree also on this. In the last analysis, worldwide peace and security will not stand or fall on issues of military hardware, but rather of human software.

What do I mean by that? Simply that the key to reducing the tensions in this world is by changing the way the citizens of the world think, rather than tweaking the number or power of destructive toys they have to play with. Ultimately it’s about the mindset, rather than the munitions. We partner with an organisation called Vision for Israel, which reports daily on the situation in the Holy Land. One typical bulletin is as follows :

A Palestinian stabbed and wounded a man at a station of Jerusalem's light rail before he was shot dead by police. The man hurt in the stabbing was a USA citizen. In Judea & Samaria, two Palestinians carrying knives ran toward an Israeli checkpoint, drawing fire from troops who killed one and critically wounded the other, according to police. In the volatile city of Hebron, hundreds of youths lobbed stones, firebombs and burning tires at Israeli soldiers who hit back with tear gas and rubber bullets. Violent clashes also erupted in Ramallah and Bethlehem as angry youths protested amid a surge of unrest that has raised fears of a third Palestinian intifada, or uprising. 
The problem here is not the actual existence of kitchen cutlery or car tyres. These may be used as weapons, as we see, but it takes a mind set to steal, kill and destroy to use them that way. Hmm. Who do we know that likes to steal, kill and destroy? In case anyone has forgotten, Jesus states in John 10.10 : The devil, the thief, comes only in order to steal and kill and destroy. But, Jesus continues, I came that you may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance [to the full, till it overflows].
It is the underlying thought processes of hatred, mistrust, jealousy, envy, bitterness, resentment, anger, greed, lust for power and domination, toxic thoughts feeding toxic emotions, that set one group of people against another, be it Israeli against Palestinian ; civil wars in Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq ; Boko Haram insurgencies in central and west Africa ; or squabbling spouses in a messy divorce case. 

In each of these situations, and countless more, a peculiar type of insanity creeps in, that the whole purpose is to inflict the maximum pain and sorrow on the other side, irrespective of what it costs to oneself, or collateral damage to innocent others. In the recent Refereeing magazine, there was a tribute to a young ref from Walsall who was among the holiday-makers gunned down by terrorists on a Tunisian beach. 

It was tragic when you saw what this young man had been putting back into his local community, what he meant to so many people, but the terrorists neither knew nor cared about that. Like their spiritual father, they wanted only to steal, kill and destroy, and the humanity of their victims was conveniently ignored. They were dispensable, irrelevant.
And that ultimate self-centredness is the root of all conflict, all warfare, whether it’s fought with AZ47’s, nuclear missiles, bows and arrows, or law suits. Let us not be shy to recognize the origins of that mindset. It is demonic, and in the end of course it will bring destruction on whoever embraces it. That’s what the devil’s like – he uses stupid people that listen to his lies to his dirty work, then he toasts them for eternity. Isn’t it reassuring that, in spite of inflation, the wages of sin remain unchanged?
If there is to be peace in this world, if the tragic waste of human life through war and conflict is to be stopped, it will require a change of mind among the citizens of this planet – a change away from seeing other human beings or other nations as rivals to be defeated or as enemies to be eliminated, and instead as fellow children of God, with whom we can work with the anointing and resources of God to build a better, safer, fairer world.

A shorthand form of that radical change of mindset was provided by Jesus in that part of the Sermon on the Mount that we heard this morning : You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.' But I tell you : Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.

Love your enemies? Seriously, Jesus? Oh yes, very seriously. What do you think He did on the cross? Had you forgotten that bit of the passion narrative where Jesus, in His terminal agony, when even His Father had turned His face away from Him : Father, forgive them for they don’t know what they’re doing? 

Ah but that was Jesus. I’m not Jesus. Oh? 1 John 4.7 states that we are like Him in this world. Listen. If the downward path to disaster is to be stopped, somebody needs to have the backbone to dare to be different, and that would be those of us who claim the name of Jesus. If we want that name, and the benefits that come with the name, before whom every knee in Heaven and earth shall bow, we need to face up to its challenges too.

The story is told of Alexander the Great, who found a soldier asleep on guard duty – an offence punishable by death. The soldier began to wake up as the king approached him. Recognising the royal presence, he knew a scary interview was imminent "Do you know what the penalty is for falling asleep on guard duty?" Alexander asked.

"Yes, sir," the soldier responded in a quivering voice. "Soldier, what's your name?" demanded Alexander the Great. "Alexander, sir."

Alexander the Great repeated the question: "What is your name?"

"My name is Alexander, sir," the soldier repeated.
A third time and more loudly Alexander the Great asked, "What is your name?"

A third time the soldier meekly said, "My name is Alexander, sir."

Alexander the Great then looked the young soldier straight in the eye. 
"Soldier," he said with intensity, "either change your name or change your conduct." 
I cannot vouch for the historicity of that story, I wasn’t there, I’m not that old, but the point is well-made. To name the name of Jesus commits us to living the life of Jesus, even when to do so is uncomfortable. There are loads of people out there trapped by what Paul aptly describes in Ephesians 6 as the powers of this dark world and the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms, snared by the demonic deception that other people are a threat to their wellbeing and are therefore to be feared and attacked. Retaliate first and all that.
Jesus laid down His life to set those captives free, but somebody needs to tell them about that freedom. Onoda Hirō, who died last year aged 91, was an Imperial Japanese Army intelligence officer who fought in World War II and continued to hold out in the Philippines until 1974, when his former commander traveled from Japan to personally issue orders relieving him from duty. Onoda wasted 29 years believing he was still at war because no-one had told him the war was over, so for him, it wasn’t. What a shame!
As far as God is concerned, the war between heaven and earth is over. Jesus personally settled the terms of peace. Jesus is the Armistice, His shed blood the sacrifice that paid for our reconciliation to God and our victory over the devil and all His works. That decisive battle was fought and won 2,000 years ago – but for those who don’t know the truth, they’re still in bondage to the devil’s lies and hatred. Jesus has given us a big job to do.

We are His liberation army. OK, then, how do we do that? Ah, that’s where it gets tricky. We have to walk the walk as well as talk the talk. No point claiming the name of Jesus if we’re as quick to take offence and willing to take revenge as anyone else. If we’re going to convince anyone that this gospel is real, we’re going to have to live it, doing the hard stuff like forgiving and forgetting, not holding grudges, seeing the best in people.

Dare I say, loving our enemies? I can’t do that. It’s too hard. In and of ourselves, so it is. But we are in Christ and Christ is in us. If the same power that raised Jesus from the dead is in us, as the Bible says, we can let go, let God and move on. That’s the contribution you and I can make to building a better world. It won’t be easy, it might be costly, but that’s what being like Him in this world is all about. Let’s do it. Let our daily life of grace sow seeds of a better future for generations yet to come. If we don’t, who will?  
