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 “Blessed Are the Peacemakers” 

 

Growing up in the Midwest as I did, 

Even city boys like me have a little country in them. 

What this meant as a kid is that one of the pre-programmed stations on the 

car radio 

Was K-SHE 95, a mix of Southern Rock like the Allman Brothers and 

Leonard Skynard as well as hard-core country music that had memorable 

one-liners 

Like “I turned out to be the only hell my momma raised” 

And “If practice makes perfect then I’m leaving you perfect this time” 

And “You can’t even do wrong right” 

And “She took everything but the blame” 

And “If today was a fish I’d throw it back” 

And “It’s the bottle against the bible in a battle for Daddy’s soul.” 

If I’m not careful I could keep going with these for an entire sermon  

(two more?) 

“I’m a 9 o’ clock boy in a 12 o’clock town’ 

‘How come my dog don’t bark when you come around?” 

 

What I remember most is listening to these songs  

while driving down Highway 21,  

a two-lane, winding, hilly road in southern Missouri  

they called ‘Blood Alley’ because of all the accidents there,  

our dirt bikes on a trailer behind us, 

as we passed old-time gas stations and double wide trailers with great big 

TV antennas reaching up into the sky and pick-up trucks with bumper 
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Stickers that said things like “Red neck, white socks, Blue Ribbon beer.” 

 

The first time I ever shot a real gun – 

 not just the Daisy pump-action pellet gun I got for Christmas –  

but a real gun with real bullets and real gunpowder and real power 

Was on one of those Sunday trips into the southern Missouri hills. 

I was around twelve, 50 yards away were a pyramid of coke cans, 

And in my hands was the 22 rifle that had been my great-grandfather’s. 

 

There is something magical in wrapping your hands around the same wood 

That your great-grandfather once did, the man you never met,  

but the man you wished you had. 

It might have felt the same had it been a baseball bat or even a rake, 

But it wasn’t either of those things. 

It was a rifle, and as I shot those cans down from their pyramid, 

My dad behind me, his hand underneath mine to steady my arm, 

I felt a sense of connection to family and a sense of pride and 

What it meant, maybe, to become a man. 

 

This may surprise you,  

but it wasn’t long after that day that I asked my parents if I could 

Have a gun rack in my bedroom. 

And now that I’ve told you that it’s worth pausing here for a moment to  

Ask if and how it changes how see your minister, 

Because when talking about peace and 

And assumptions we make about others (remember last Sunday?) 

Nothing quite seems to raise up the walls of our stereotypes like guns do. 
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On the rack rested that 90-year-old 22 rifle 

And my Daisy pump-action pellet gun, 

The ammunition to both, I knew, locked in a silver steel box 

With a brass padlock under my dad’s nightstand, 

The key to which I did not know where – and maybe this is the key 

difference –  

Did not want to know where because something about the education 

I received taught me to fear the power. 

 

Only three years later I would ask to have the rack in my bedroom 

Taken down, 

The guns stored in my dad’s closet (remember this is Missouri, 

Not Massachusetts, where they have to be locked up). 

What happened? 

I’m actually still not sure, not entirely. 

What I remember is that my friend, let’s call him Eric, called one evening 

Around 7pm – we’re 14-15yrs. old now –  

and asked  if I could ride my bike the 2 miles to his house,  

help him gather a few things,  

and then come back with me to my house for a night or two. 

 

“Sure, of course; what’s up, Eric?” I say. 

“Bad night,” he says, “real bad.” 

Eric and I have known each other since we were 5yrs. old in kindergarten , 

Making fun of each other’s blue clip-on ties that were part of our Catholic 

School uniform back then,  
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And aiming at each other with those big red balls during recess games of 

dodge ball, 

Because this is how boys sometimes show affection for each other  –  

we tease and we try to inflict just a little bit of pain. 

 

But as we grew up together we also told each things we couldn’t tell anyone 

else – 

Like, How exactly do you kiss a girl?  

And how do you know when it’s time to shave? 

And is your voice cracking like mine is when have to sing the hymns during 

Mass? 

And, says Eric one time, confirming my hunch after spending much time at 

his house, 

Do you notice my dad is a drunk?  He does drugs too – I’ve found them 

Wrapped in foil near the record player on the shelf in the living room. 

 

So as I take the right turn onto Maryland Ave. and begin pedaling up the hill 

To Eric’s house, 

It doesn’t take long to see the blue flashing lights bouncing off the windows 

Of the houses near Eric’s, and off the people’s faces near Eric’s who  

Are gathered in their doorways, watching the commotion. 

I roll up and there is Eric waiting outside. 

 

“What happened?” I say. 

He shakes his head. 

“Drunk or high, and he comes home and starts fighting with my mom, 

And then the genius goes up to his room and would you believe he starts 
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Cleaning his gun…while it’s loaded?  Eric casts his eyes down, staring 

At the sidewalk while he talks. 

God, what happened?  Is everyone ok? 

Yeah.  But it was crazy.  He goes up to his room, says Eric, 

He goes up to his room, and then the next thing we hear is a 

Crazy explosion and plaster is raining down on top of the piano 

In the living room, 

And my mom starts screaming saying no, no, no… 

And then she tells me to dial 911 as she runs upstairs screaming, 

And before I know it there are cops everywhere…. 

But then I hear my dad’s voice, and I know he’s ok, 

Something about the gun going off ‘because I was cleaning it!’ he says, 

A straight shot right through the bedroom floor upstairs into 

The ceiling downstairs, a hole as big as your fist. 

Nate, says Eric, Nate, let’s get out of here. 

 

Eric slept on my floor that night, the gun rack on wall above where  

He slept….but no guns.   

My dad took them out before we went to bed,  

The last time I would seem them, actually, 

Let alone put my hands around them. 

I saw the fear in Eric’s eyes, and that fear turned on somewhere inside me, 

too. 

 

A few days later, half-listening (as usual) to the Mass held in our high school 

Gymnasium,  

one of the freshman read the gospel from Matthew when Jesus is heard 
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To be speaking on top of a mountain, 

And though I had heard it a hundred times before,  

When the line was read that ‘Blessed are the peacemakers’ 

My ears perked up  

And I thought of that gun going off through the ceiling, 

The plaster raining down, and I thought of Eric,  

his heart and his home anything but peaceful… 

 

And even in my 14-year-old immaturity I wondered what it meant 

to say that I am asked to be a peacemaker, and you are asked to be 

peacemaker, 

when there is so much violence is out in the world, 

and the newest Rambo is at the Cineplex (remember this was 80’s!), 

and I loved to watch football with dad on the weekends,  

yelping at the hardest hits, 

and there was that fight I almost got in with Patrick O’Meara, 

and there is a whole stack of rifles on the other side of the wall 

in my dad’s closet, one of them just like the shotgun Eric’s dad  

could have killed someone with if he had decided to clean his gun 

in a different corner of the bedroom. 

 

What does it mean to be a peacemaker in the world, in the city, 

In the neighborhood, in the home, in the heart… 

When each of those places are so netted and wedded together. 

What does it mean? 

 

Like you, I’m sure, I have been revisiting these questions  
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with greater urgency ever since Newtown nearly three months ago, 

wondering how I might more explicitly live out the  

blessed are the peacemakers line. 

Does it mean having a conversation with my kids about the video games 

We play?  I think so. 

Does it mean reflecting on the kind of movies we watch, 

Noticing when the violent images are used to tell a story or simply meant  

To tantalize?  I think so.  

Does it mean looking inward and being honest with myself about  

The anger I sometimes noticing welling up inside,  

Making sure I have abundant places to talk about this anger instead 

Of acting it out?  I think so. 

And does it mean engaging people in our community to talk about guns? 

Yes it does. 

 

And so a week and a half ago I sat down Sherborn’s Chief of Police,  

Chief Richard Thompson, to talk about guns –  

On our list of discussion topics was my helping to sponsor 

A gun-buy-back program for licensed but unwanted firearms in towns, 

As well as how the current laws help and hinder his work as a law 

enforcement 

Professional. 

 

At the same time I also reached out to my clergy colleagues in Sherborn and 

Dover 

To gain their insight and level of support for initiating an organized effort 

Across the two towns of Sherborn to address the risk factors  
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Associated with violence,  

Including substance abuse, mental health, bullying, 

access to violent video games, unstable family life, 

and, yes, access to firearms. 

Each of these risk factors on their own may not provoke violence, 

But taken together, even in two or threes,  

The risk, from everything I have read, increases exponentially. 

 

With both the Chief and my colleagues, I began my comments the same. 

“I am here,” I said, “because I am a person of faith, 

As a person of faith I feel called to do more than simply  

Offer prayers and deliver sermons after violent tragedy strikes. 

I am here because I am asking how I can help bless the making of peace…” 

 

And friends, I am glad to report that everyone was receptive as we talked 

together, 

Receptive to the intention and the goals if not always how we get there. 

I will say this: I will say that even in our little towns of Sherborn and Dover 

That the subject of guns is almost instantly divisive, 

With my colleagues concerned about how their raising the issue will play in 

their congregations, 

And the chief wondering, not without merit, whether a buyback program 

Would lead residents to believe we have a gun problem in the town… 

…all of which only confirmed that violence, and especially gun violence, 

Is something that we need to talk about. 

It’s a conversation we need to have.  It’s a conversation we must have. 
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And just because the conversation is and will be uncomfortable doesn’t 

mean 

We shouldn’t have it. 

 

In the coming weeks I hope to confirm with both Chief Thompson and the 

Dover 

Police Chief, as well as Rep. David Linsky, a Dover-Sherborn wide forum 

Sponsored by the Dover-Sherborn Clergy Association to do just this –  

To get their perspectives on gun violence, gun rights, and ideas for gun 

control. 

At the same time I will continue to work with Chief Thompson to see 

Whether sponsoring a gun buyback program will achieve the kinds of things 

We hope it might. 

 

At the same time I will work with my clergy colleagues to ask how we can 

work 

With our schools and parent associations to help raise awareness and offer 

response 

To the range of other issues – mental health, bullying, media – that put us 

and our  

Kids at risk to violence. 

 

Will any of this be enough?  Will any of this ‘work?’ 

I truly have no idea.   

But as I sit in my office looking out my beautiful, bucolic window 

Overlooking our beautiful, bucolic suburbs do know who I think of? 

I think of Eric, Eric still in St. Louis as we sit here this morning, 
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A family of his own,  

Who save for the luck of being in the kitchen that night 

And not at the piano, where he often was, could have been the friend 

I once knew instead of the friend I still have. 

 

And so I ask, again, what it means to say Blessed are the Peacemakers? 

What does it mean for me; what does it mean for you? 

I am your minister, but you, each of you, have different roles in life, 

Different vocations, different influence? 

How can you make peace? 

Where can you make peace? 

The good news and the bad news is there is ample opportunity for change. 

 

Because if there is to be peace in the world, 

There must be peace in the nations, 

And if there is to be peace in the nations, 

There must be peace in the cities, 

And if there is to be peace in the cities, 

There must be peace in neighborhood, 

And if there is to be peace in the neighborhood, 

There must be peace in the home, 

And if there is to peace in the home, 

There must be peace in the heart. 

Pick your place of peace, and start there. 

 

Can I get an amen for our towns? 

Can I get an amen for Eric? 
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And for his dad, still alive? 

And for us our blessing of peace? 

 

 


