Once again Iraq is dominating our news, even above all the hype of the World Cup, though would it, I wonder, be different if ‘we’ were winning instead of losing out?
It’s a country more than two and a half thousand miles away physically, and a world away politically and culturally; a country few of are ever likely to have considered visiting; a country Britain and America were at war with for much of the last decade, until “the war in Iraq” gave way to “the war in Afghanistan” almost without us noticing.
Like most of the Middle East it’s a volatile region, a place where, even when there is no outright war going on, there is at best an uneasy truce. 
The theme I was given for Assembly at Lostock this week, prompted by this year’s national commemorations of the start of WW1, was “War and Peace.” It was a huge subject, especially for a fifteen-minute Assembly; I lost track of how many different angles I thought about before settling on one approach, and I might still have been deliberating about it now if the deadline hadn’t been and gone and other things occupied my mind.
In the end I talked, as I often do, about my dad, about the stories I grew up with of his wartime experience in the sunny climes of Australia, of the enduring impact those few years made on his life and of my childhood impressions of “The War” as being a time of adventure and mystery.
I told the young people too about the different stories I heard later from my Mum; stories I had to coax out of her, stories she tried hard to forget, of air-raids, of homes and businesses utterly destroyed and of constant fear as she travelled into the city each day, not knowing whether she would get home at night or whether there would be a home for her if she did.
As I grew up grounded in the commandment “Thou shalt not kill,” I was quite certain that war is fundamentally wrong, that if I had been alive then, I would have been a pacifist, and in my heart I still believe that. But of course nothing is that black and white, and in time I came to understand. Peace is a powerfully attractive concept, but true, lasting peace means much, much more than merely the absence of warfare. 
Peace which means looking the other way, letting someone else get hurt, someone else’s family be driven from their home, someone else’s children be  taken as child soldiers, someone else’s food crops be destroyed, that’s not peace. Sometimes we have to stand up and fight against evil, or evil will reign. 
“War and peace.” I have no idea what I was expected to say, either by the staff with their varying ages and experiences, or by the pupils, growing up themselves and formulating their own views as they contemplate the world in which they are taking their part. 

But the two are inextricably linked, until and unless human beings re-discover the perfect harmony of the Garden of Eden described in the very beginning, in the first chapter of the Book of Genesis. 
“Peace, perfect peace,” is surely our dream, and “The reign of the Prince of Peace…” Yet, according to Matthew, Jesus, the very Prince of Peace, seems not only to have discounted that dream. Taken at face-value, according to Matthew in these verses, Jesus is a War Lord.
“I have not come to bring peace… I have come to set a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and one’s foes will be members of one’s own household.” 

“Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.” Matthew writes from a Jewish perspective, looking forward always to the end time, when God’s purpose will finally be fulfilled. Jesus’ coming was a turning point for the world; but God is not a tyrant, not a ruler who forces his people into submission. God’s greatest gift to humanity is the freedom to make choices for ourselves. Imposed peace is not “the gift of Christ our Lord.”
The power of evil is a mighty force in our world; yet the sword is not only a powerful weapon in the hand of a trained warrior; the sword which cuts down the enemy can also be a tool, to cut away impediments and obstacles and clear the path ahead. Jesus puts a sword into our hands, a sword of justice and truth and righteousness, honed, sharpened, polished for the task, and he will strengthen our arms and guide our hands if we allow him. But that’s just one of the tough choices we will be asked to make on the way. 
Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; 
and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; 
and whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me. 
Choosing God’s way is not entirely without cost. The reward is incalculable:-

Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.” And find it for all time we might add. Yet no warrior going into battle is guaranteed to escape being bloodied entirely.

There are many variations on the well-known theme, “We may have won the war, but the battle must go on.… But one thing’s for sure; unless the battle does go on, and armies continue to fight the wars will not be won.

 Until all hearts and minds and wills turn towards the path of peace, there can be no true peace.
I still believe that war is wrong; it costs millions of pounds, affects millions of people on all sides, destroys homes and schools and businesses, contaminates land and leaves its effects on generations to come. Yet what choice is there?
