
December 8, 2013 
“Peace…It takes courage to be a peace maker” 

Isaiah 11:1-10, Matthew 3:1-12 !
Nelson Mandela, a freedom fighter, prisoner, president and Nobel Prize receiver, died on December 
5, at the age of 95.   He struggled and fought to end apartheid, which used state violence and 
repressive laws to segregate and oppress South Africa’s black majority.   !
Nelson Mandela was a Methodist.  He attended a Methodist Church school growing up, and was 
baptized in a small Methodist stone church in the Eastern Cape village of Qunu.  In his 
autobiography, “The Long Walk to Freedom” he talked of his early experiences with Christianity, 
praising its engagement with the society around him:  “The Church was as concerned with this 
world as the next: I saw that virtually all of the achievements of Africans seemed to have come 
about through the missionary work of the Church.”  !
Mandela attended the University of Fort Hare, an elite black university in Eastern Cape and became 
a member of the Students Christian Association and taught Bible classes on Sundays in nearby 
villages.   !
Among other factors, it was Mandela’s Christianity that steered him away from Communism and the 
class struggle that was spreading into South Africa in the 1940s.  He could not reconcile 
communism‘s atheistic attitudes with his Christian faith.  Also he felt that the idea of class 
struggle, which communism always talks about, was misleading, and that South Africa’s problems 
were primarily racial in origin.  Although he was impressed that the local communist party saw 
Europeans, Africans, Indians, and those of mixed heritage all mixing equally, he clearly believed 
there was another way to go.   !
When he was arrested in 1962 for organizing unauthorized worker strikes and attempting to leave 
the country without permission, rather than protest and fight the charges, Mandela took the 
charges with good grace, but turned the trial into an opportunity to preach what he stood for.  He 
said: 
“During my life time I have dedicated my life to this struggle of the African people.  I have fought 
against white domination, and I have fought against black domination.  I have cherished the ideal 
of a democratic and free society in which all persons will live together in harmony and with equal 
opportunities.  It is an ideal for which I hope to live for and to see realized.  But, My Lord, if it 
needs be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die.” !
The verdict was one of guilty, as he himself admitted during the course of his speech, and Mandela 
was sent to a prison in 1965.  His labor in his imprisonment was breaking rocks into gravel, the 
sunlight glare off the white stone permanently damaging his eyesight. In 1985 then-President Pieter 
W. Botha offered to free Mandela if the African National Congress agreed to lay down its arms.  
Mandela replied in a message to his daughter, Zindzi, who read it to a crowd gathered in the black 



township of Soweto.  “I cherish my own freedom dearly, but I care even more for your freedom,” 
read Mandela’s message, the first words from him after more than 20 years in prison.  “I am not 
less life-loving than you are.  But I cannot sell my birthright nor am I prepared to sell the 
birthrights of the people to be free.  Only free men can negotiate. Your freedom and mine cannot 
be separated.”   !
During his imprisonment on Robben Island, Mandela continued to attend Sunday services, but also 
took classes on Islam, in what he called “The University of Robben Island.”  Prisoners would lecture 
on their subjects of expertise, and Mandela frequently listened to what other students had to say 
about communism, Islam, and many other subjects.  This led to many impassioned debates, but 
ultimately they equipped him with a greater level of understanding for where other people were 
coming from--different perspectives, different viewpoints.  He also learned to speak Afrikaans in 
the hope that he could reach out to the guards, who were all white, and bring their support to his 
cause.  He always tried to promote understanding ahead of conflict. !
While Mandela was in the prison, international economic and cultural sanctions made Africa’s 
richest and most powerful country a global outcast.  Under increasing pressure from countries all 
over the world, President Frederik de Klerk freed Mandela after 27 years of imprisonment in 1990.  !
After his release from imprisonment, Mandela and Frederik de Klerk worked together to draft a 
constitution, opening the way to South Africa’s first all-race election.  In 1993, Mandela and de 
Klerk received and shared the Nobel Peace Prize. (p.p.)  A year later Mandela was elected as the 
president of South Africa.  As president, Mandela brought together right-wing whites and militant 
blacks under his banner of nonracial democracy.   A Truth and Reconciliation Commission un-
earthed many dark secrets of apartheid and granted amnesty to both whites and blacks accused of 
political violence.   !
Although Mandela became president, the healing of the country didn’t take place over night. At the 
time of the first Rugby World Cup since the end of apartheid, Rugby was still a white man's game, 
and the Springboks, South Africa's team, were widely reviled among the black population. Yet 
Mandela, understanding the deep need for national unity at the time, came out to encourage black 
South Africans to support the team. After the dramatic final against New Zealand was won, 
Mandela presented the cup to the victorious team's captain, Afrikaner Francois Pienaar. Not only 
that, but Mandela was wearing Pienaar's own number 6 jersey. He said "Francois, thank you for 
what you have done for our country," but Pienaar replied "No, Mr. President. Thank you for what 
you have done." To the amazement of black South Africans, there were cheers in the largely white 
crowd of "Nelson! Nelson!" !
What can we learn from the life of Nelson Mandela?   
1) We can learn to choose the way of peace.  Nelson Mandela chose the way of peace, rather than 
revenge and hate.  In “Long Walk to freedom,” he said:”No one is born hating another person 
because of the color of his skin or his background, or his religion.  People must learn to hate, and if 



they can learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human 
heart than its opposite.” !
”The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion 
and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them.” This is from Isaiah, today’s First 
Lesson. Isaiah’s vision for peace was the vision of Nelson Mandela. For that vision, Mandela didn’t 
give up; neither did he give in to anything less.   !
There are many peace-lovers in the world; but it takes courage, effort and determination to be a 
peace maker.   
Nelson Mandela was a peace maker. A peacemaker is the one who says to the other first, “Let’s 
talk. Let’s work it out.”  A peacemaker extends his/her hand first to shake the other’s hand.  A 
peacemaker admits his/her mistakes and says, “I am sorry.”  A peacemaker says to the other, “I 
forgive you.”   !
“Blessed are the peacemakers,” said Jesus, “for they shall be called children of God.” Jesus calls 
us, his followers, to be peace makers.  We can learn from the life of Nelson Mandela to choose a 
way of peace and be a peace maker at home, in church, at school, at work and in our neighborhood 
as Jesus calls us to be. !
2) There is no so-called saint, nor pure evil person; we are all human. 
Mandela was not a saint.  Before his imprisonment, he co-founded the armed resistance group, 
“Spear of the Nation.”  Mandela chose to organize acts of sabotage, the first target being an 
electricity substation.  Later attacks would focus on things like the burning of crops and 
destruction of government offices.  All of this was done at night, so as to avoid any civilian 
casualties.  !
“I am not a saint,” said Nelson Mandela, “I am a sinner who keeps on trying.”  Mandela wrote from 
prison in 1979. “In real life we deal not with gods, but with ordinary humans like ourselves; men 
and women who are full of contradictions, who are stable and fickle, strong and weak, famous and 
infamous.” That’s why, I think, Mandela could negotiate and work with people of all kinds, 
admitting both good and evil in them.   There are no pure saints; nor pure devils in the world.  Or 
we might say, we have both a saint and a devil living inside of us. !
3) The teaching of Jesus and what the church taught him was the backbone of Mandela’s life and 
activities.  
As South Africa’s president, Mandela addressed the 8th Assembly of the World Council of Churches in 
Zimbabwe in 1998. In his address, he praised the effort of churches in South Africa to end 
apartheid, and paid tribute to missionaries for bringing high standards of education to Africa from 
which he benefitted as a child. !



On the backbone of Mandela’s life was the teaching of the church, the teaching of Jesus, who 
himself chose the way of love and forgiveness over revenge and hatred and who was killed for what 
he stood for—God’s reign over Governmental or earthly rule. !
We have heard so many words of praise for Mandela for the last over 48 hours.   Champion of 
freedom,  hope and light of the world, beacon of freedom, moral authority, dignity and 
forgiveness, living symbol of peace and the last pure hero on earth.  Those words rightly belong to 
Nelson Mandela.  Mandela, however, learned his way of peace, forgiveness and love from Jesus, 
whom we are celebrating in this Advent season.  So, let’s make a fuss as much as possible about 
Jesus before we put Nelson on a pedestal.   !
Yesterday, at the Christmas Bazaar, I was given a car magnet, which says, “Keep Christ in 
Christmas.”  Jesus is the reason for the season.  Without Jesus, there would have been no Mandela, 
no Christmas.   !
4) To be freed from imprisonment, whatever the prison might be. 
One of Mandela’s famous quotes was, “until I changed myself I could not change others.”   
At the moment of his release from the prison, Mandela once again remembered the importance of 
internal renewal ahead of any external change.  “As I walked out the door toward the gate that 
would lead to my freedom, I knew if I didn’t leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d still be in 
prison.”   !
Let’s ask ourselves, “Am I in a prison – a prison of bitterness, a prison which keeps us in the same 
place all the time, a prison which keeps us from becoming a peace-maker, a love-giver?” !
Jesus said, “The spirit of the Lord is on me, because God has anointed me to preach good news to 
the poor, and has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners.”  (Lk 4:18) !
We cannot get out of the prison alone.  But Jesus promised to help us be freed from a prison of any 
kind. !
So as we reflect on the life of Nelson Mandela, let’s turn our eyes upon Jesus, who taught and lived 
the way of peace; who saw goodness in us sinners, and came to set us free.  Amen. 


