Yearning for Peace
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Read Psalm 119 (120)

Original Meaning. “I am for peace”, complains the psalmist to God, “they are for fighting.” Who is this enemy who so torments the psalmist? The latter speaks of dwelling in Meshech and Kedar, but these places are far away from each other, the first near the Caspian Sea and the second in the Arabic peninsula. Perhaps these places stand as symbols of all the foreign lands where the Jews had been dispersed during the Exile; perhaps they simply symbolize the poet’s feelings of alienation and estrangement. 
Whoever they are, these people grieve the psalmist with their lies and calumnies, like arrows and coals slung upon him. He curses them, hoping the arrows will pierce them and the coals burn them. He calls out to God for the help he is sure will come: “I call and he answers me”.
This psalm is the first in a series of fifteen known as the “psalms of ascent”. Together, they speak of a journey whose goal is Jerusalem, the Temple and God’s peace. Specialists cannot agree on how these fifteen psalms came to form a unit, nor do they agree on how they were used: on group pilgrimages? during Temple liturgies? as songs to be performed on the steps of the Temple? Whatever the case may be, the cry for peace at the heart of psalm 119 introduces us to one of the basic themes of the psalms that will follow.

In the light of the Gospel. Saint Paul will say of Jesus: “He is our peace” (Eph 2:14). For Paul, Jesus has overcome the enmity between the Jewish people and all other peoples by uniting them all in his own self-giving love: “He has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us” (Eph 2:15).
This peace between peoples is a reflection of the peace that Jesus establishes between all of humanity and God. For sin had set up an enmity between us and our creator. In Jesus, we are reestablished in deep communion with God. This experience of forgiveness and of new intimacy is at the heart of the experience of Christ’s resurrection. So does John the Evangelist portray Jesus’ first encounter with the disciples on Easter morning: “Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace  be with you.’”(Jn 20:19).

Application to Christian living. Christians are called then to reflect this peace in their own lives and to be instruments of peace in the midst of the world. It is one of their highest callings: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God” (Mt 5:9). Certainly, like the psalmist, we can experience the violence of the world even as we strive for peace. But unlike the psalmist, we do not call upon God to throw down fire on our enemy. Instead, we strive to live up to Jesus’ invitation: “I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Mt 5:43).
The big picture. The Kingdom of “righteousness and peace and joy” (Rm 14:17) that Jesus came to proclaim and inaugurate in our midst will only be fully realized in that ultimate future when creation itself is renewed and set free from all violence. Every gesture of peace, every striving for peace in the present moment echoes the Christ who is peace, heralds his reign of peace, witnesses to the peace “which surpasses all understanding” (Ph 4:7). The psalmist’s desire echoes continually in our hearts: “I am for peace”.
