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We are nearing the end of the summer and our sermon series based on children’s stories.  We are nearing the end, but we are not yet there.  And so this morning our bulletins contain the words of a child, a single child’s story, spoken by a boy who lived but a brief 14 years.   Mattie Joseph Thaddeus Stepanek was born with a disease, Mitochondrial Myopathy, that would take from him the years of his life, but not the life from his years.  In fewer days than some of the clothing hanging in our closets, Mattie  called the world to a standard of living, to a way of being, that we have not yet achieved.  He called us to care for one another.  He challenged us to trust in tomorrow.  He inspired us to see good even in dark places and he insisted that the practice of peace was among the most important tasks any human heart might pursue.
If you go to Mattie’s website, and the written version of this sermon notes it for all who might have an interest,
 you will find Mattie’s own words.  By what rules do you live Mattie?  I pray, play, and celebrate life someway, every day.  What is your personal motto, Mattie?  To think gently, speak gently and live gently.  And if you could shape how you will be remembered, tell me the words you might use.  I want to be remembered as a philosopher who played, a poet and a peacemaker.
Mattie often talked about peace.  One child’s story, one child’s gentle demand that we stop – and think about peace – stop. . . before the future slips away.  Stop before there is no earth, no life, no chance for peace.
  
Mattie was just a child, just one child, who worked for peace.  Just one child whose story makes an appeal to people and days he will not see; an appeal for the pursuit of his longed for peace.   Mattie’s pen authored seven books of poetry, by them he shows us the necessity of peace; through them he entrusts us with his hope for peace. 

And, there are some connections between Mattie and the Prophet Isaiah.  The setting of Isaiah’s text is God’s people are caught in the context of a worst case scenario.  They are caught up in a war they cannot win.  Israel finds themselves mired in a mess because, for reasons that would take us off course to explain, they sided with the wrong tribal king and now, Tiglath-peleser III, the warrior king of Assyria has just finished sacking and annexing Zebulun and Naphtali, and is headed for the rest of Israel and Judah.  The context of the Isaiah text is that Israel knows no peace.
But, God’s people have a new hope!  For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given and the government shall be upon his shoulders, and he shall be called wonderful counselor, mighty God, the everlasting Father, the Prince of peace.  

Israel is ready to rejoice because as Isaiah takes pen in hand to capture this story, a boy child has been born.  And even though this text gets trotted out at Christmas, even though it brings to mind Hallmark moments and little ones reciting lines in shepherd’s garb, it was written to herald the coming of a real live, 8th century, before the common era, man.
  Seven hundred years before Christ would be born, this text was written to declare the birth of an early heir of David, the birth of one who would lead and guide God’s people in righteous ways in the time of Isaiah.
   This human king would defeat the Assyrians and splinter their oppressive rod.  This flesh and blood child would grow and scatter the enemy’s tools and garments of gain and usher in a time of peace.  He would create a kingdom that would know nothing but peace and he would even be called, the Prince of Peace.  Isaiah wrote of one who would bring peace, and it all started with one child’s story, “For unto us a child is born.”    
Seven hundred years later, another child’ story, another of David’s line, would be born and this one would also speak of peace.  In our Matthew text we meet Jesus sitting on the side of a hill saying, blessed are the peacemakers, blessed are you even when people turn away from you, hate you, lie on you, because you choose to follow me, because you choose to be a person of peace. Blessed are you, and don’t worry; the text seems to be saying, because the prophets who went before you were harassed for being a spokesperson for peace.  Yes, even when it’s hard, don’t worry, for there is a great reward for you in heaven when, among other things noted in this text, you work for peace.
One child’s story of peace, an ancient 8th century king who would rule God’s people in peace; another child’s story of peace, Jesus grown to manhood teaching of peace; our story of peace; for if we would be called children of God we must work for peace.  And then Mattie’s story, the story of a child who labored for peace and from beyond the pale outline of life, asks us to do the same.
How are we to work for peace?  How are we, in a world torn by war, in a world that has a Rwanda, a Yemen, an Israeli/Arab conflict; how are we make for peace?  And given the shape of our world, how are we to respond when we hear Jesus’ call and Mattie’s echo that we must make peace.  How do we do anything other than roll our eyes and assume since God understands the extremis of the world and the extent of our limited, individual strength, that God cannot expect us to do much.  Beloved of God, our morning anthem and Mattie’s wisdom hold the key to how we might begin to respond, how we might begin to become makers of peace.
In our morning meditation Mattie says, start with one permanent peace agreement within your self.  Begin by seeing your worth as one who deserve peace, who can be filled with peace.  Make a permanent peace agreement with your self that you are precious enough to God that when stress and the absence of peace afflict your soul you will stop, just for a moment, stop and breathe more deeply, stop and rest in God more securely, stop and do whatever it is that brings the sweet depth of peace back into your being.  In our morning meditation Mattie gives us permission to not seek peace out there first, but in here; in the interior places of your heart where each must start, where peace must live and be deeply known.   Yes, Mattie gives us the first step make a permanent peace agreement with and for yourself.  

And then our morning anthem provides the philosophy with which we must move out into the world as God’s maker of peace, for if we are going to walk with Christ, if we are going to a Christ follower, then this is not an option or a choice – we must think seriously, consider carefully and act on Christ’s call and Mattie’s echo to be makers of peace.  

Hear again the beauty of the similes of just one verse of the morning anthem.

As the bridegroom to his chosen, as the king unto his realm,

As the keeper to the castle, as the pilot to the helm,

As the captain to his soldiers, as the shepherd to his lambs,

So, Lord, art Thou to me.

Hear now how these similes guide us to be makers of peace.
· The bridegroom is to his chosen a lover and a partner.  You and I can be lover’s and partners with peace.

· The king is to his realm a leader and a visionary.  We can be leaders and people of vision and hope for peace.

· The keeper of the castle is a protector and a steward of that which is in his care.  We can be protectors and stewards of peace.

· And the pilot to the helm is the one who charts the way and guides the vessel.  All who love Christ must chart a path that is peace and guide their lives and all they do in the ways of peace.

· Captains and shepherds place their lives on the line for those who are in their charge, and our live ought to be on the line for peace.   
Beloved, it is not my task to tell you how to be a maker of peace.  Far be it from me.  But be it ever in my heart to share the truth of God’s word that we must be makers of peace.  Be it ever in my heart to lift up the hope of a young boy’s books, encouraging us to do what seems impossible, what seems improbable, to be active, purposeful ambassadors of God’s peace; a peace that makes way for learning, a peace that makes way for wholeness; a peace that the Hebrew writers knew as shalom.  Shalom, a concept so vast that no word in our English language can contain it.  Be it ever in my heart to offer to you, to hold up before us, God’s promise of shalom; a promise made present in Jesus and offered again by Mattie; a promise of fullness and abundance; safety and soundness; a promise of health and the wellness for all creation.  For that is God’s shalom.
And for those of you who seek immediate application of your call to be a maker of peace, in this time of great political and social noise in our own nation, you can be a peacemaker by choosing to acknowledge that your, my, opinions are not perfectly formed or absolutely correct and use the humility that comes from this knowledge to turn down the rhetoric, to listen to others, not so you can change their minds or assent to their positions, but so that you might understand their position.  We can choose to make peace by listening to others so that we might push down below the din of  voices, push down beneath the passion of words, that you might grasp meaning and wisdom. 
It is not easy to be a maker of peace.  It is not easy to face the ravages or war or hate, but Jesus was serious in our Matthew text and we each must find a way to respond.  Maybe we should each fill our hearts with Mattie’s words, or words from others, that remind us we are God’s own, and God will enable us to be an ambassador of peace.  Maybe we just ought to fill our hearts with God’s words that as surely as God equipped the 8th century king of whom Isaiah wrote, as sure as God sent Jesus to show us the path of peace and Mattie to remind us; God will equip and blessed us to go out and in ways large and small live up to and into Christ’s call on our lives.  
Hear again Mattie’s words.  Mattie how do you want to be remembered.  I cannot wait to become a peacemaker.  I cannot wait to help the world overcome anger, and problems of evil.  I cannot wait for the world to be peaceful and for everyone to live in harmony.  I cannot wait to grow and be an overcome.   In his own way, with less that 14 year on earth, Mattie saw the beauty of peace and invites us into a dance of peace; invites us to be the first to extend our hands, invites us to even say, to sing, let it be begin with me.  The story of a child, the story of all God’s children, the story that waits for you and for me.
Let it begin with me?  Only you know if that is your truth.
� This sermon is dedicated to Mary E. Anderson, a tireless worker who lives in Barrington but who fights for peace, in her own myriad of ways, for all of God’s creation.  God’ blessings be upon you Mary.





� The official, personal website for Mattie Stepanek is, � HYPERLINK "http://www.mattieonline.com" ��http://www.mattieonline.com�.





� Mattie J.T. Stepanek (2002).  Hope Through Heartsongs.  Hyperion, New York, p. 49.


� For commentary that refutes the post-exilic dating of this text, and therefore negates Hezekiah as the probable king about whom the text was written, see New Interpreter’s Bible A Commentary in Twelve Volumes (2001) Gene M. Tucker, Commentary on Isaiah,  Volume 6, page 121.  For an older, more traditional understanding of this text as having been possibly written for the coronation of King Hezekiah (715 BCE) please see The Interpreter’s Bible (1956) G.G.D. Kilpatrick, Exegesis on Isaiah, Volume 5, page 232.





� I could go on for pages about the debate around whether or not an 8th BCE century prophet could write about a 1st century CE Messiah with any credibility or truth.  Did Isaiah have some pipeline to God that gave him an 8th century equivalent of a “crystal ball” or, was it all just luck on Isaiah’s part.  I am always humbled by the mystery of God’s word.  I am clear that, at best, I see ink on pages as if I am seeing the majesty of mountain peaks from 15,000 feet above.  I know there is more beneath, but it is all I can do to take in what my eyes can see and my heart can feel.  Without the metaphor, what I hope to convey is this, whether or not Isaiah thought he was writing about one of Israel’s 8th century human kings, or the  Christian Church’s human and divine Savior, God could have known and given Isaiah words for the millennia.  


� The text for today’s anthem, As the Bridegroom, was written by John Tauler (1300-61) and altered slightly by composer and arranger John Rutter.
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