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The scene opens with peoples of every age and color, every corner of the earth streaming 
toward each other, heading up, up, up toward the mountain of the Lord’s house.  And they are 
saying, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; that 
he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.” 

 
People flowing into each other.  Like different lines within a marching band, coming 

together as one.  Like lines of graduates merging together.  Like an opening ceremony at the 
United Nations.  People coming together, gathered for the same purpose.   

 
In our day and age, it feels like a dream, this vision from the prophet Micah.1  People 

streaming together with a common purpose when we are so used to battle lines being drawn.  
Between countries, where border lines are drawn tight, and troops still guard, and from battles 
that have gone cold there are still demilitarized zones and No Mans Lands.  To imagine people 
streaming from all the countries, toward one another and up with a common purpose.  Marching 
higher, ever higher, toward a pure and holy encounter with the God of all creation. 

 
We are growing all too used to battle lines even within countries.  Partisanship that has 

polarized and paralyzed.  We are so used to being suspicious of the other side, so used to fighting 
for every little electoral advantage, so used to living within our own bubbles in which the news 
we trust and the social media we use keeps reinforcing our beliefs and drawing the lines tighter. 

 
Can we imagine all the various uses, and thems, flowing together toward the mountain of 

God?  That is what the prophet Micah suggests.  And that is just the opening of this prophetic 
passage that has inspired peace movements and folk singers and even deeply practical 
politicians.   

 
 This image, this hope, this deep human desire to turn instruments of war into tools of 
peacetime.  Of taking weapons of war and turning them into instruments of peaceful pursuits.    
So much money, so much time, so much intelligence goes into preparing for war.  It requires 
such a diversion of human energy, farmers get pulled from the fields, young boys conscripted 
into service.  And the loss of life, and the loss of a sense of future that came with a time for war.   
 
 The prophet Micah imagines a time of war coming to an end.  That instead of might 
making right, that the peoples of the world would be streaming together, merging their hopes and 
their dreams together.  Going up together toward God, who will judge not on who has the most 
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powerful army, but will judge matters based on righteousness and truth.  And with God sitting in 
judgment, the weapons of war get turned into farming equipment. 
 
 This Bible passage has been a rhetorical tool of American presidents.  For his first and 
second inaugurations, Richard Nixon took the oath of office with his hand on two family Bibles, 
and they were turned to this same image of nations streaming together and swords being beaten 
into plowshares. 
 
 At the monumental occasion of the signing of a peace treaty between Egypt and Israel, 
Jimmy Cart and Anwar Sadat and Menachem Begin all referenced this saying in calling for 
peace as they held hands and celebrated an agreement that most thought impossible. 
 
 And toward the end of his second term in office, Ronald Reagan addressed the 42nd 
session of the United Nations General Assembly.  In that assembly hall in New York, in which 
all the representatives from nations around the world wear ear buds so that the words of each 
speaker can be translated into their own language, they heard President Reagan ask: 
 

Cannot swords be turned to plowshares? Can we and all nations not live in peace? In our 
obsession with antagonisms of the moment, we often forget how much unites all the 
members of humanity. Perhaps we need some outside, universal threat to make us 
recognize this common bond. I occasionally think how quickly our differences world-
wide would vanish if we were facing an alien threat from outside this world. And yet, I 
ask you, is not an alien force already among us? What could be more alien than war and 
the threat of war?2 
 
It is a powerful prophetic image.  One that has been used in the past, rhetorically by 

powerful commanders of armies, but literally as well.  The prophet Micah insists this is part of a 
faithful turn toward God, and a question for how nations will be judged. 
 
 In our all-too-violent world, let me say something bold.  It can happen.  It has happened.  
After World War II, military surplus Armored Fighting Vehicles were sometimes converted into 
bulldozers and tractors.  French farmers sometimes used obsolete tanks and in the former USSR, 
tanks remain in widespread use as farm equipment.  Soldiers have come home and taken up 
farming, longed to work with their hands on metal and wood, to create something peaceful. 
 
 We are living in a time once again when weapons are again being built and used with 
deadly force.  Some argue that guns make us safer.  But the prophet Micah suggests a different 
path.  This country needs, I believe, to have an important debate about how we can save lives.  
How we can increase the safety of all.  And decrease needless deaths due to negligence, suicide 
and mass homicide.  Can we create a society in which there is more safety and less violence?  
 
 It is Mother’s Day, and an appropriate day to reflect on peace and security.  Julia Ward 
Howe, who is better known for writing “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” began promoting a 
concept that turned into the holiday we celebrate today.  For Julia Ward Howe and other antiwar 
activists, Mother’s Day was a way to promote global unity after the horrors of the American 
Civil War and Europe’s Franco-Prussian War. 
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 Historian Katharine Antolini wrote about the origin of Mother’s Day and said of Julia 
Ward Howe.  She “called for women to gather once a year in parlors, churches, or social halls, to 
listen to sermons, present essays, sing hymns or pray if they wished – all in the name of 
promoting peace.3 
 
 So today we are gathered to hear beautiful music, to join our hearts and prayer, and to 
listen to this prophetic word of nations streaming toward God and swords being turned into 
plowshares and spears into pruning hooks. 

 
The passage about turning swords into plowshares flows right into a beautiful second half 

of this passage.  The prophet’s action turns from whole communities turning the weapons of war 
into farming tools – Micah moves from the big picture to a spotlight shining on one individual, 
safe and at peace, before turning quickly back to the common good.   
 

It was a favorite passage of George Washington, captured so wonderfully by Lin-Manuel 
Miranda in the musical Hamilton.4  Washington used this phrase of sitting under their own vine 
and fig tree in his correspondence and speeches almost fifty times.5  As George Washington 
prepares to retire, to leave the stage of national affairs, to return to life as a private citizen.  He 
longs to leave the affairs of the world to his successor. 

 
Micah’s passage imagines but they shall all sit under their own vines and under their own 

fig trees, and no one shall make them afraid.  While it works wonderfully in the musical 
Hamilton, the prophet sees it not as a final retreat but as a launching pad.  It is not about isolating 
ourselves from what is happening.  That would miss the prophet's point.  But that everyone 
desires a place of safety, everyone needs a place of safety in order to stream toward God. 
 

 
Can you imagine a tree that is special to you?  “Under this tree you are loved.”6  To be 

able to sit under a tree.  To ponder.  To feel safe in the world.  At home among the branches.  A 
place in which to shelter.  To be loved, and to love in return.  To be centered even in the grace 
and goodness of God.  May it be so.  Amen. 

 
   

 
 
 
                                                 
1 Paul Simpson Duke was very helpful in suggesting that for this and similar passages we are preaching the scenes 
of a dream in Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, Year A, Volume 1 – Advent 
Through Transfiguration, David L Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, ed.  (Louisville, Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2010) 3-7.  “The text does not scold or admonish; it lifts a gleaming promise of what God will do in days to 
come.  If the sermon blasts the nations or lectures congregants about being peacemakers, it violates the text’s 
intention.” 
2 The Wikipedia article “Swords to Plowshares,” provided these quick examples of American presidents using this 
image from the Bible, along with the quote from Ronald Reagan. 
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3 Brian Handwerk, “7 Things You Don’t Know About Mother’s Day’s Dark History,” published 10 May, 2017 on 
National Geographic, https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2015/05/150507-mothers-day-history-holidays-anna-
jarvis/ 
4 In the song, “One Last Time.” 
5 “Vine and Fig Tree,” article published by the Center for Digital History of the Washington Library, 
http://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/vine-and-fig-tree/  
6 The Central choir sang Jake Runestad’s “Under This Tree” as an anthem prior to the service, and this gorgeous 
anthem set the stage for this sermon.   


