
Shalom 

Today’s Extra Reading is from Ursula Le Guin’s science 

fiction novel The Dispossessed which imagines two very 
different worlds, one of which very like contemporary 
America or Europe while the other is planet to which some 
people have gone to create a different kind of society.  In 
this extract, one of those who has left is giving his opinion of 
the world which is like our world. 

There is nothing on your world that we need! We left with 
empty hands, a hundred and seventy years ago, and we 
were right.  We took nothing.  Because there is nothing here 
but States and their weapons, the rich and their lies, and the 
poor and their misery.  There is no way to act rightly, with a 
clear heart, in your world.  There is nothing you can do that 
profit does not enter in, and fear of loss, and the wish for 
power.  You cannot say good morning without knowing which 
of you is “superior” to the other, or trying to prove it.  You 
cannot act like a brother to other people, you must 
manipulate them, or command them, or obey them, or trick 
them.  You cannot touch another person, yet they will not 
leave you alone.  There is no freedom. 

 

Shalom – the traditional Jewish greeting.  Where we would 
say “Good morning” or “Hello” (or even “Hi!”), the Jew will 
say, “Shalom”, which is the Hebrew for “Peace”. 

But of course it’s not just a greeting.  It is a word rich with 
meaning.  It sums up in one word God’s dream for his 

world.  It is our dream too.  Last night I had the strangest 
dream I’d ever dreamed before: I dreamed the world had all 
agreed to put an end to war.  That song from the 1960s 
simply repeats the dream of human kind from the dawn of 
civilisation.  It was the dream of the prophets of Israel.  It 
was the dream of God’s kingdom proclaimed by Jesus. 

And we need to be clear that Jesus did not say, “Happy are 
the peace-lovers”.  He said, “Happy are the peace-makers”.  
It is never enough just to love peace; it is necessary to make 
peace.  The French Bible translates “peace-makers” as “the 
artisans of peace”.  Making peace is hard work. 



Occasionally and rarely, as in 1939, true peace can only be 
made by going to war.  If Hitler had not been stopped, he 
might have established something that he would have called 
“peace”.  Once he had won, there would be no more war.  
That peace would however, be like the Roman peace 
condemned by a Caledonian chieftain who said, “They make 
a desert and they call it peace.”  True peace is not merely 
the absence of war: it is the presence of justice and 
compassion.  To build a world of justice and compassion 
requires dedication and commitment and hard work.  All 
those who fought and those who died in the war against 
Hitler did so to restore true peace.  

“We need peace” sang Tom Paxton, “We need peace, and let 
it begin with me.”  We need to find peace in our own hearts; 
we need to face our own personal resentments and feelings 
of distrust.  Only when we can all do that can we hope for a 
peaceful world.  Jesus wept over Jerusalem: “If only you had 
known,” he said, “the way that leads to peace.”  That was 
the essence of his teaching, and that should be the main 
theme of the Christian message to the world.  He left us, he 
said, his own peace, “such as the world cannot give”.  In an 
imperfect and troubled world, we need to accept that peace.  
Living in the strength of that peace we will not contribute to 
conflict in the world by asserting ourselves but will seek to 
make peace in all that we do. 

Reflecting on our dream of peace this morning could lead to 
a lament for all that is wrong with our society.  I could try to 
speak eloquently about the evils of greed and selfishness 
that disfigure our life together, along the lines of our extra 
reading.  I have done that before and will no doubt do it 
again, because such things need to be said; but they are not 
the whole story; and this morning I want to try to be more 
positive.   

What really is the state of the world today?  If we rely 
entirely on what we call “the news”, whether in print, or on 
radio and television, the picture looks pretty bleak.  We hear 
stories of crime on our own streets and of horrors 
perpetrated by one group of people on another abroad.  
Perhaps I contribute to this bleak picture each Sunday by 
mentioning news headlines in preparation for our prayers of 
concern.  “The news” nearly always seems to be bad news. 



Towards the end of her life, my mother stopped reading or 
watching the news because, she said, she found it too 
depressing.  Many of us might be inclined to agree with her.  
That might be condemned as escapism, burying your head 
in the sand, refusing to face reality.  I don’t think so.  I 
think that it’s perhaps a refusal, a quite proper refusal, to 
accept that the world is nearly as bad as it’s painted by “the 
news”. 

Because it seems that “the news is all bad” people become 
afraid.  They’re afraid to go out alone at night for fear of 
being attacked and robbed.  They make sure not only that 
they lock up before going to bed, but perhaps set an alarm 
as well.  Apparently, whenever the news reports an 
earthquake or some other natural disaster, people take out 
extra insurance against earthquakes or floods or whatever.  
If they live in London or some other major city, they are 
frightened of the terrorist threat they keep being told about, 
and look with suspicion on anyone who looks vaguely 
middle-Eastern or south-Asian. 

Now, of course, bad things happen.  People do get mugged 
in the street, their houses do get broken into, terrorists did 
explode bombs in the London Underground a few years ago.  
But these things are exceptional, they are not normal.  That 
is why they are “news”.  The normal, everyday life of the 
world is not “news”.  As the saying goes, “Dog bites man – 
that’s not news; man bites dog – that’s news!”  The fact is 
that crime has been declining now for some time and violent 
crime in particular is in sharp decline.  Because we see 
crime reported in great detail by “the news” we refuse to 
believe this. 

What has this to with our reflection on “Shalom”?  Quite 
simply, it tells us that we are a lot closer to “Shalom” than 
we might think.  It tells us that while we regret and confess 
our failures in living by Shalom we can also celebrate that 
we do live in the strength of Shalom, in the strength of 
God’s peace - not just the absence of war but the presence 
of justice and compassion. 

We have to hold together in our hearts and in our minds 
both the failures we must regret and confess and the reality 
of the justice and compassion that do exist in our world.  
The countless people who died yesterday of old age, 



peacefully and after a good life will not make the headlines 
while, for example, a school shooting will – and that school 
shooting will remain vividly in our memories years after it 
happened.  The contented, peaceful life is still a large part of 
the total picture of life. 

So, yes, making peace is, as I said, hard work, requiring 
attention and determination.  But it is certainly not 
impossible.  Apart from anything else, it is what, in our 
heart of hearts, we mostly want to do.  Ask yourself, “Do I 
really want to be on bad terms with my neighbour?  Do I 
really want to demonise the people who disagree with me?” 

Apart from giving a false impression that we live in a 
threatening, violent world, the other message we so often get 
from “the news”, more especially the news printed in the 
tabloid newspapers, is that life is all about competition, 
about defeating our enemies.  It happens particularly 
whenever there’s an election coming up.  And of course it’s 
happening now when we have a referendum coming up.  If 
we believe in Shalom, in peace which is justice and 
compassion, we must keep in mind that whatever happens 
on September 18th there will be a lot of unhappy people in 
Scotland on September 19th.  We will have to go on living 
together.  Those who have lost will have to avoid bitter 
criticism of those who won.  Those who won will have to 
avoid crowing over those who lost.  The debate is necessary, 
but there are powerful arguments on both sides, and the 
integrity of people on both sides must be respected.  
Whatever happens, we will still have to think about how 
best Scotland can base its future on Shalom, on God’s 
dream of justice and compassion. 

You will have heard me often referring to the claim in one of 
Brian Wren’s hymns that God’s spirit longs for “a world 
more joyful and humane”.  That longing can be summed up 
in that one word, “Shalom”.  It is our longing, all the more 
so because we see it imperfectly present all around us.   

The ceremonial meal in which we take part this morning is 
the sacrament of shalom.  Gathered round a table, sharing 
bread and wine, we attempt to bear witness to shalom, to 
God’s peace.  Before we share, we remind ourselves of the 
words of Jesus calling us to be at peace with each other.  



Through our sharing, that peace is strengthened and we 
can go out to live it in the world. 

Shalom.   

   

 

 

 


