
Sermon November 27, 2016   Swords into Plowshares    Cara B. Hochhalter 

Isaiah 2:1-5   and   Matthew 24:36-44 

   Have you ever heard of Pedro Reyes?  He is an artist who lives in Mexico City. In 

2008, the city of Culiacan had experienced much violence and started a weapons 

reclamation program.  They gave coupons for household appliances to anyone who 

turned in their guns.  This artist, Pedro Reyes took the 1,527 returned guns to 

demobilize and in a public act they were run over by steamrollers.  He melted the 

metal down and out of them, made 1,527 shovels.  These shovels were then 

distributed to schools where they were used to plant trees.  Turn your swords into 

ploughshares and your spears into pruning hooks. 

 

 

 

Let us be in prayer: Peace-loving God, may the words of my mouth and the 

meditations of our hearts together be acceptable to you, our rock and our redeemer.  

Amen. 

   In the times of this prophet Isaiah, war surrounded Israel. One commentator says it 

was associated with the Syro-Ephraimitic war, when the northern kingdom of Israel 

and the Aramaean kingdom of Damascus tried to force little Judah, of the southern 

kingdom, into an alliance in opposition to the Assyrian Empire.  This may sound 

complicated.  It was when these two foes laid siege to Jerusalem, that King Ahaz 

turned to Isaiah, our prophet, for advice. Now you hear people say that it wasn’t until 

Jesus came along that real peace was promoted in our scriptures but here is Isaiah, 

long before Jesus, who lays out not just a vision of peace but a means to make that 

peace happen here on this earth. 

   Isaiah said that in spite of the violence they saw all around them, they had to hold 

tight to  God’s vision for all humankind…he refers to a mountain where the people of 

all nations will stream.  Now in Biblical symbolism, mountains were places that were 

close to God.  Mountains meant those thin places where one experiences a sense of 

Holiness and the Sacred.  You all may have these kinds of “Holy Mountains”…where 

you live or where you walk or where you worship right here.  This is our “Holy 

Mountain.” 



    Isaiah said that people will receive instructions for peacemaking from these Holy 

Places   Beat your swords into plowshares, and your spears into pruning hooks; nation 

shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. 

    What a promise.  What a hope…is it only possible in some distant time?…or has it 

been made possible throughout history, not perfectly, but in some measure…a 

measure of peace-making that yearns to be fulfilled more completely. 

   What a vision for God’s peace for all the people.  From the Semitic languages,  the 

words for peace shalom (Hebrew) and salaam (Arabic).share the same three root 

letters S, L, M connoting wholeness, completeness, and well-being.   

    Our Season of the Spirit material says that the word for peace in these languages is 

more than an absence of conflict.  Peace is the presence of conditions that make for 

life!  They are words that are ironically, not passive, but active, participatory…..  Martin 

Luther King Jr. said ‘Peace is not the absence of conflict, but the presence of justice.”  

Seeking justice means active endeavors.  We hear it in this text: go forth, teach, 

walk…all the nations will stream to this Holy Mountain and take the wisdom it offers 

with us…It is a vision that is relevant even in our days as we hold in our hearts the 

conflicts at Standing Rock and across our nation as more people seem to be taking up, 

instead of giving up, weapons. 

    It takes imagining a future different from the one we see around us.  Imagining 

peace into the future and then moving towards it.  We hear a lot about people looking 

around these days and allowing the violence that they see in speech and action as 

being normal.  Normalizing violence and our media promotes this..  Our text today 

gives us courage and hope that this is not the way of God’s Realm, nor should it be the 

way of our world.  Martin Luther King Jr. said that “the only normalcy that we will 

settle for is the normalcy that recognizes the dignity and worth of all God’s children.”  

Join with me in raising our voices that from our faith perspective, a different kind of 

peace is possible in our world. 

   Peace-making is not passive…it involves active listening, compassionate listening, 

self-examination  and practicing making peace through our prayers, our words and our 

actions.  

   We were moved in our Centering Prayer time yesterday with a quote by Thomas 

Merton, the Trappist monk, who said, “Instead of hating the people you think are war-

makers, hate the appetites and disorder in your own soul, which are the causes of 

war.  If you love peace, then hate injustice, hate tyranny, hate greed-but hate these 



things in yourself, not in another.” Self-reflection, self-examination help us recognize 

that anger and hatred do not promote this vision for peace.   But we cannot just be 

quiet and expect peace to come about by itself, either. 

   Walter Brueggemann writes that this time of Advent is an abrupt disruption from the 

ordinary time we have been living in…it is a time to stay awake, alert, with hoping and 

waiting for the birth of the Peace of Christ, a new way of peace-making that can 

become part of our own ways of being with one another!   

    How do we become active peace-makers in our own lives?  How might we take 

these words of Isaiah to heart?  Beat your swords into plowshares and your spears 

into pruning hooks.  These words are engraved on the wall outside of the 

UN…apparently there is also a statue by Homer Gunn illustrating these words at the 

Veterans Mall war memorial in Greenfield…   Here are some ways others have taken 

this text quite literally: 

   Sousa, is a 44 year old man from Mozambique in Africa, who returned four AK47s, 

six clips of ammunition, and an old East European rifle complete with bayonet. He 

traded the guns, not for cash, but for a sewing machine.  And the one who took the 

weapons was not a shady arms dealer but worked for a church-based charity -- the 

Christian Council of Mozambique (CCM) – They were carrying out an imaginative 

decommissioning program. Once they got the guns, they were cut up into pieces and 

handed to a group of local artists who created sculptures out of them. Weapons that 

once had the capacity to kill, became animals, birds, chairs and coffee tables. Beat 

your swords into plowshares. 

   In Colombia, Cesar Lopez plays a guitar made out of discarded AK47.  He witnessed 

a car-bombing that left 36 people dead and 170 injured.  He protested through his 

music and then noticed that a soldier holds a rifle the same way he held his guitar and 

so he invented the “Escopetarra”  an electric guitar made out of a gun. Each one he 

makes is donated to a person or institution working for peace. 

   From Sweden, the artist Carl Reutersward created a piece of sculpture entitled, “The 

Knotted Gun”.”  It depicts a huge metal gun tied in a knot at the end.  He gave this 

piece of art to the United Nations in memory of John Lennon. 

  Another artist from Mozambique, Goncalo Mabunda, recycles weapons from a 16-

year civil war that ended in 1992.  He uses AK47s, rocket launchers and pistols to 



create beautiful images of faces and human figures that are exhibited worldwide… 

reminding people that instruments of death can be transformed into images of peace. 

   A blacksmith named Manfred Zbrzezny, moved to Liberia from Germany in 2005.  He 

began a weapons recycling program after 2 civil wars that cost the lives of 250,000 

people…he started a business where chairs, furniture and sculptures are made out of 

scrap metal from weapons.  A famous sculpture of his is called The Tree of Peace, 

made from barrels of AK47s and is in the place where freed slaves from the US came 

to live in Liberia. 

    Al Farrow, a Jewish Brooklyn artist in the US has used decommissioned guns to 

create replicas of religious buildings…pointing to the ways that sometimes, religion has  

been both triggers for war…as well as the inspiration for peace. 

   In Cambodia, students of the Royal University of Fine Arts took AK47s and M-16 

rifles discarded on Cambodian battlefields and created sculptural furniture and art. 

   In 2003, Sasha Constable, a British artist recycled more than 800 weapons in a work 

she calls, “The Peace of Art.” 

    I don’t know if any of you have guns at home that you could smash up and create a 

shovel or a piece of art…..but I was thinking that we all have words.  And sometimes, 

intentionally or unintentionally, we use our words as weapons.  

   So, I leave you with this thought….how might we use our words, not to get back at, 

or criticize or demean….how might we use our words….as instruments of peace.   

    Amen… 

    

 

 

 

 

    



 


