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Philippians 4:4-7:
   4Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, Rejoice.    5Let your moderation be known unto all men. The Lord is at hand.    6Be careful for nothing; but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God.    7And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.
The word for “peace” in Hebrew is shalom.  Shalom is different than what we ordinarily think of when it comes to peace.   We to imagine peace as the absence of strife, war, conflict, whether on the personal or geo-political order.  We picture “peace” as sitting by a tranquil lake, birds singing, breeze gently swaying trees, and no other intrusive noises.   Shalom is different. It refers to a sense of wholeness, completeness, a sense of purpose even amid conflict, strife, and war.  Rather than sitting by a quiet, tranquil lake, shalom occurs while in the boat being tossed by stormy waves.  This Hebrew shalom is the kind of peace the gospel proclaims. Christianity never promises a panacea, only wholeness and purpose in whatever breezes or storms come our way.

Written in 1967, Denise Levertov, at the time a radical leftist, pacifist, and strident feminist, wrote the following, primarily about the Viet Nam War, but also about the death of her sister:
 
The disasters numb within us
caught in the chest, rolling
in the brain like pebbles. The feeling
resembles lumps of raw dough
 

weighing down a child's stomach on baking day.
Or Rilke said it, 'My heart. . .
Could I say of it, it overflows
with bitterness . . . but no, as though
 

its contents were simply balled into
formless lumps, thus
do I carry it about.'
The same war
 

continues.
We have breathed the grits of it in, all our lives,
our lungs are pocked with it,
the mucous membrane of our dreams
coated with it, the imagination
filmed over with the gray filth of it:
 

the knowledge that humankind,
 

delicate Man, whose flesh
responds to a caress, whose eyes
are flowers that perceive the stars,
 

whose music excels the music of birds,
whose laughter matches the laughter of dogs,
whose understanding manifests designs
fairer than the spider's most intricate web,
 

still turns without surprise, with mere regret
to the scheduled breaking open of breasts whose milk
runs out over the entrails of still-alive babies,
transformation of witnessing eyes to pulp-fragments,
implosion of skinned penises into carcass-gulleys.
 

We are the humans, men who can make;
whose language imagines mercy,
lovingkindness; we have believed one another
mirrored forms of a God we felt as good—
 

who do these acts, who convince ourselves
it is necessary; these acts are done
to our own flesh; burned human flesh
is smelling in Viet Nam as I write.
 

Yes, this is the knowledge that jostles for space
in our bodies along with all we
go on knowing of joy, of love;
 

our nerve filaments twitch with its presence
day and night,
nothing we say has the not the husky phlegm of it in the saying,
nothing we do has the quickness, the sureness,
the deep intelligence living at peace would have.
               The Sorrow Dance, 1967    
In lines like, “the disasters numb within us,” Levertov reacts against the way a foreign war is presented to those of us at home, a way of statistics and strategies that numb us with abstraction. Behind numbers and strategies are stories, stories of people with human bodies like ours, bodies that feel pain when burned, minds overtaken by fear, “nerve filaments that twitch;”  stories that involves parents lost, and parents at a loss; children without fathers and mothers, casualties that loudly echo generation to generation. 

Levertov, at this stage in her career, was a pacifist and rejected all war, a position on which she later changed. 
She changed because she came to see that “the deep intelligence living at peace would have” is an ideal not all embrace.  Her position on war and peace became more nuanced, nuanced in way similar to what we heard this past week in Oslo, Norway, a way similar, I find, with the notion of shalom, peace amid conflict, not in the absence of it.  But while her position on war and peace in general changed, she did not change her thoughts on how the realities of war are so abstractly conveyed.  Perhaps if we, and the world, were given more stories of war, and less statistics, more faces than mere facts, perhaps that might mitigate our tendency to glorify war even if it war itself can never be eliminated.
Shalom concerns the geo-political realm as well as the personal realm.  On a more personal level, we all encounter challenges and burdens that test our shalom, our peace amid conflict.  Even knowing that the peace we are promised is not a peace in the absence of challenges, none of us remain perfectly at peace at all times.  But perhaps knowing this concept of peace, of shalom, even when we feel nothing but the absence of peace, can, like the proverbial last knot on the rope, sustain us until something new occurs, until a different wind blows.  This is the idea in a poem I recently wrote.

Terminal Advent
Out there,
More than maple leaves
        fall—
burnt red,
beneath graying skies,
        winter’s dread.
 
Downward life drifts,
        languid,
hope’s empty hand
bequeaths nothing
        to the dead.
 
In here,
more than old-house
         creaks—
as embalming breeze
through cracked pane
kisses my face,        
         alters my bed.
      

� She also converted to Roman Catholicism in 1983.





