
The Exchange of Peace

Today we are going to talk about the exchange of peace that follows the Lord’s Prayer.  At the moment in the Mass when the priest extends the peace of Christ to all who are present, and you extend that peace to one another--what does this gesture mean?  What exactly is the peace of Christ?  

In the Old Testament prophesies, one of the names ascribed to the Messiah, whose coming the people awaited, was: “the Prince of Peace.”  When the Messiah comes He will usher in a time of peace.  Many thought this would be a political peace of national unity and independence--the absence of war--but this would be to fail to understand the real cause of war.  For there will always be wars in the world as long as people continue to lose the war that rages within their own hearts.  When the one true messiah does come, Jesus Christ, the angels proclaim to the shepherds on the evening He is born, the promise of peace that He brings to earth: “Glory to God in the highest, and peace to those of good will”--in other words, to hearts that are open to receive Him and all that His coming represents.

What is most interesting and significant is that Jesus does not speak about the gift of His peace until the evening before His passion and death: “my peace I leave with you, my peace I give you; not as the world gives do I give to you.”  It is very intentional on the part of Jesus to speak of peace so close to His passion and death, for the two will become inseparably linked.  Why?  Because we cannot enjoy the true peace of Jesus Christ unless the enemies of that peace are conquered and overcome.  And it is by His death, resurrection and ascension that Jesus overcomes the enemies to real peace.  Who or what are these enemies?  The bible reveals three: the flesh, the world, and the devil.  

By the word “flesh” is meant that inclination to sin that remains in us after baptism.  St. Paul put it clearly when he said: “The spirit works against the flesh and the flesh works against the spirit--the two are directly opposed.”  There is a spiritual battle within us.  Our soul does not find it easy to surrender and submit to God and his will, and inclines to autonomy and self-sufficiency, wishing to guide itself.  Instead of my soul being in control of my body, my soul often becomes a slave to the passions and cravings of the body.  I also find myself weak regarding material goods, enslaved by the excessive desire for them, rather than exercising mastery over them in simplicity and moderation.  

The second enemy is “the world.”  In Scripture the “world” has two senses.  The world is first of all the object of God’s special love and concern, into which He sends His Son to save it.  But the “world” also refers to the attitudes, thoughts and ideas that are opposed to God and the light of the Gospel.  We are sadly witnessing in our own time what some have called the end of Christendom--a culture that, decades earlier, was guided for the most part by values and attitudes that were Christian.  This is no longer the case.  As the culture we live in becomes more hostile and indifferent to faith, more materialistic and hedonistic in orientation and practice, those who chose to follow Christ will be fewer and fewer, a small remnants.

So we not only find a spiritual battle within our hearts, but the battle extends itself into our relationship and dealings with the world--and its important for us to be aware of this.  How many parents realize today, that when they send their kids off to school they are sending them out into a spiritual battle?  Do we help to cloth them with the armor of God?  Unfortunately, some have forgotten this, and yet it is so clear in Scripture.  This is partly why we are losing the battle for the souls of our children today--so many have fallen asleep spiritually on the battle field, and are almost totally unaware of the enemies to their salvation.  And for the same reason, this “worldly, ungodly spirit” sadly enters many homes unchecked through such things as the TV and internet.  

And finally, scripture speak of the devil, that fallen angel, together with those who fell with him, who continually try to tempt us and lure us away from God and the way of Christ.  It is for this reason that St. Peter wrote to the first Christians: “Be sober and watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring loin, seeking for someone to devour.  Resist him, firm in your faith . . .”

Jesus overcomes all three enemies by his death and resurrection, ”making peace,” says St. Paul, “through the blood of his Cross” (Col 1:20).  And He shares this victory with us, unleashing the power of His grace at every Mass, in every communion, so that we might be victorious in Him in all the spiritual battles of each day. 

How fitting it is then that we wish each other the peace of Christ after His sacrifice is represented and offered upon the altar, since Christ’s peace is the fruit of His Paschal Sacrifice--and this peace deepens in us as we live out the dying and rising of Christ in our own lives.  There is no other way to true and lasting peace.  There are too many who give up the spiritual battle and settle for the false peace of the world--betraying God and themselves, compromising the truth of their conscience, giving into the enemies will by following every selfish impulse.  This false peace is shallow and short lived.  It requires no effort or struggle, requires no discipline or death to self.  Jesus called this “the broad and easy way that leads to destruction.”  

Jesus says: “Not as the world gives do I give to you” (Jn 14:27).  The peace of Jesus is acquired and strengthened after each victory of grace: in the growth and practice of virtue, in resisting temptation, in repenting and dying to sin.  St. Paul said in the Acts of the Apostles: “It is necessary for us to undergo many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).  And this is why our Lord said: “The kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and only the violent bear it away.”  Who are “the violent?”  The violent are those who are willing to exercise violence toward their fallen nature, which is to use discipline and self-denial against the inclinations to self-exaltation, self-indulgence, and other sinful behavior.  It is only in this light that we can understand a very mysterious teaching of Jesus that seems contradictory: “I have come not to bring peace, but the sword.”  

The “sword” in scripture is often used as a symbol for the Word of God, and more specifically, for the Gospel message of Jesus Christ.  After saying that He had come to bring a “sword,” Jesus explains how his message is like a sword: first by how it will cut into the relationships within a family, causing divisions between those who accept Christ’s way and those who reject it.  And secondly, by how His message will cut into the hearts of his disciples as they willingly pick up the daily cross of self-denial and generously chose to lose their lives for Christ and the sake of the Gospel.  It is this latter meaning that is expressed in the 12th chapter of the Letter to the Hebrews when it says: “the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword . . . penetrating deep within the spirit and soul to discern the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”

If our hearts are open when the scriptures are read at Mass, God’s Word can be felt like a sword.  As I hear Jesus saying “you have heard that is was said to our ancestors: you shall not kill, and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.  But I say to you that every one who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment,” as I hear this I may become aware of the anger, hate and resentment in my own heart which God desires to cut away and remove so that I may experience the victory of Christ in this part of my life, and know the peace of a forgiving heart.  As I hear Jesus say “everyone who looks lustfully at a woman commits adultery with her in his own heart,” I may become aware that there is lust in my own heart that needs to be cut out and removed so that I may again know the victory of Christ and enjoy the peace of a pure, chaste love.  And then I must continue to live and carry that victory into my life, refusing, for example, to look upon all the inappropriate images that parade across the magazines at the check-out-counters of many stores.

We can always resist God’s Word, making excuses and staying as we are, or we can bear our hearts and yield them to the surgical knife which is held by the loving hands of the Divine Physician of our souls.  As the disciples stand amazed before the Resurrected Christ in the upper room, hearing his first greeting “Peace be with you,” Christ shows them the wounds in His hands and side, a reminder to them of the price at which this peace was won (Jn 20:19-21).

Let us now apply what we have learned to the moment in the Mass when we turn and wish each other the peace of Christ.  What are we saying to each other by this gesture?  One thing we are saying to each other is this: “May you win the spiritual battles of the day.  May you know the victory of Christ in your life over all sin, the victory over lust, anger, pride, jealousy and laziness.  May you know the freedom from a shallow, superficial life of mere self-gratification and enjoy the peace of a life lived generously for others.”

This gesture also means that there is nothing between me and the persons next to me or anyone else in the community.  It means that all that could or has divided us has been overcome and forgiven in Christ. It means that I am at least trying to deal with my anger and hard-feelings and making concrete steps toward reconciliation.  This is how our communion becomes a genuine communion of the Body of Christ.  All divisions are wounds to the Body of Christ that need to be healed.  Making peace with each other is one of the best ways to prepare for Communion at Mass.  

I pray that each of us may know that more deeply each day the gift of Christ’s peace: the peace of a good conscience, the deep inner peace that follows after repentance, forgiveness and a renewed innocence.  That peace that is the fruit of love, springing from a life lived generously for others.  The fruit of a love that overcomes and conquers sin and the temptations of the evil one.  The fruit of the love of God that puts our all our ‘loves’ in order: God first, and all other persons and things loved in God and for God.
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