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In one of its collections, the Art Institute of Chicago displays rows of medieval European weaponry—swords, rapiers, maces, daggers, helmets, shields, and suits of armor—all encased in glass, every detail lit up by museum lights. The tools of war are both frightening and beautiful, with their intricate etchings and gilded filigrees distracting the viewer from their brutal purpose. When I visited a few years ago, I was struck by the neat correlation between tools designed for killing and tools designed to thwart killing blows. There is a helmet for every mace, a breastplate for every dagger and a shield for every sword. The pairing suggests defense and aggression sitting side by side in an arrested state. In bizarre neutrality, humanity’s murderous intent is checked, blocked, and stopped by the quality of its armor.
All of this makes me think of Ephesians 6. This week’s reading contains one of the best-known metaphors in the Bible. The Christians of Asia Minor, to whom the letter is addressed, were all too familiar with military clothing. Roman soldiers were a ubiquitous presence, and at their hands Christians experienced regular harassment. It is tempting to read the armor of God as a call to arms, yet the author of Ephesians is clear: the warfare he references is spiritual.
Modern American perceptions of “this present darkness” may tend toward the apocalyptic, a result of Frank E. Peretti’s 1986 runaway bestseller of the same name. But this is a limited perspective. “Spiritual forces of evil” are present in mundane human life. Racism, sexism, homophobia, greed, destruction of the environment, lack of concern for human life, failure to do the good that is within us—these are forces of evil, from the classroom to the boardroom. Faithful Christians need to gird themselves against them.
In other words, our struggle is with evil in all its forms. And it is indeed an active conflict. We cannot stand idly by and assume things will work out. We must be dressed and ready for the fight, armored with all the gifts of grace that come from God: truth, righteousness, peace, faith, salvation, and the Spirit speaking the word of God. 
It is also worth noting that all but one of the items Ephesians urges us to be ready with are defensive or practical: belt, breastplate, shoes, shield, and helmet. There is only one weapon, and that is the Spirit, which the author identifies with the word of God. After all, scholars believe the Christians who received this letter in the late first century were mostly pacifists. And yet they understood that there was a battle being waged between the “spiritual forces of evil” and God, made known to the world in the person of Jesus Christ. 
The author of Ephesians (likely a devotee of Paul writing in his name) makes clear in the opening of the letter that the ultimate battle is already won: God has already “raised [Christ] from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion” (Ephesians 1:20-21). But the early believers who received this letter were living in the “already/not yet” of God’s kingdom — though victory in Christ was assured, there were still battles to be fought.
And we, too, live in the already/not yet. We are still waiting for the final triumph of God’s love over all the spiritual forces of evil. And so we, too, are called to fight. But Ephesians reminds us that we must take care to fight the correct enemy. Our enemies are not our fellow human beings. Rather we should all stand united against the common enemy of evil as it manifests itself in the world, evil that leads to injustice, oppression, hatred, and violence.
For example, in Parting the Waters, the first volume of Taylor Branch’s history of the civil rights movement, there is a shocking photo of a lunch counter in Nashville. A white man and a white woman are sitting with an African-American woman. Their backs are turned on an angry mob gathered behind them. Their waiter has just poured a bottle of ketchup over the white man’s head. In the black and white photograph, the ketchup looks like blood as it drips down the man’s jacket. His jaw is clenched, his shoulders braced. He must want nothing more than to turn and attack the jeering crowd, to pick up a sword and wade into battle. But he sits still. On the world’s terms he is weak; armed with nothing but the gospel of peace, he receives every sort of abuse. The difficult thing about Christian armor is that it lets more in than it keeps out.
The eyes of the crowd are insane, lit up by the cosmic powers of that dark time. One man has a sugar jar in his hand and a joyful smile on his face as he pours its contents over the African-American protester’s head. A middle-aged man above him looks on approvingly. But to their right, at the far edge of the photo’s boundary, there is a member of the mob who looks ashamed of this ugly scene. He is a young man with his eyes downcast, his face tormented. He appears to be in pain.
It seems obvious that the young man walked through the doors of that restaurant ready to attack, or at least to cheer on some violence. If one of the protesters had carried anything but God’s weapons, I imagine he would have fought back with pleasure. But his weapons proved no match for the armor of God; indeed, the photo caught the precise instant when some part of him was killed—not just slain in the spirit but slain by the Spirit, splayed wide open by the power of love. 
I doubt that those three protesters felt triumphant when they returned to their living quarters to shower and wash off the day’s trauma. More often than not, God’s victories emerge years later. They are difficult in the moment, and beautiful only in retrospect. But there is great beauty in that photo. The armor of God is shining brightly. Through the flaming arrows rage, grace will win. As the book of Ephesians promises; it always does.
This reminds me that (throughout his ministry), Martin Luther King Jr. taught and lived three principles of nonviolence as he sought to confront the evils of racism, segregation, poverty, and inequality. In “Nonviolence and Racial Justice,” a 1957 essay published in the Christian Century, he outlined them succinctly. First, he asserts that nonviolence was different from passivity. “The nonviolent resister,” King says, “is just as strongly opposed to the evil against which he protests as is the person who uses violence. His method is passive or nonaggressive in the sense that he is not physically aggressive toward his opponent. But his mind and emotions are always active, constantly seeking to persuade the opponent that he is mistaken.” 
This leads to the second principle, that nonviolent direct action is not about defeating opponents, but rather winning their friendship and understanding to make way for redemption, reconciliation and ultimately, beloved community. Going along with that, King reminds us that “the attack is directed against the forces of evil rather than against persons who are caught in those forces. It is evil we are seeking to defeat, not the persons victimized by evil.” 
And the final principle is that nonviolent resistance avoids violence both in action and in spirit. At the very center of nonviolence “stands the principle of love,” King writes. Hate begets hate, just as violence begets violence, so we must “project the ethics of love to the center of our lives.”
Whenever I read or listen to King, I am struck by how relevant his words are for us today, how much of the battle is still to be fought against the evils of racism, militarism, inequality, and poverty. King is still speaking to us, still calling us to join the fight — not to go to war against our siblings in the human family, but to join together as one in the battle against everything that prevents us from living in the true peace of beloved community and the pursuit of the common good or good society.
Note that seeking the common good (in Christian terms) doesn’t ask us all to conform to some imagined ideal of the perfect citizen. The common good isn’t like residing on the fictional planet of Camazotz in Madeleine L’Engle’s, A Wrinkle in Time. At first, the place seems peaceful, perfect, and orderly. But it was blanketed with a shadowed conformity, controlled by a central intelligence called IT, that allowed no one to be different or stand out. Diversity and identity were surrendered to alikeness and a brutal homogeneity.
Camazotz was a society of forced conformity through authoritarian means.
Rather, to seek the common good is to strive for community — not a Camazotz-style authoritarian sameness. It is a quest for the shared welfare of all people, a society where everyone looks out for everyone else’s well-being without being coerced to surrender one’s own identity. To hold all things in common means to share the goods and struggles of living together without having to be the same. In truth, the common good, genuine community, requires diversity.
Which begs the questions: With whom am I — or are we — sharing both the goods and the struggles of life? How do we share? What do we share? Are we sharing fairly? Is everyone invited to the circle of sharing?
Friends, remember that the fight against evil and division is active, so we’re going to need the right equipment: the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, the sandals of peace, the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation, and yes, even the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. And don’t forget to pray, Ephesians says. We’re going to need God’s strength working in us if we’re going to stand firm in the battle. 
While we may be uncomfortable with the idea of taking up arms in the spiritual battle, there’s no denying we live in a world of violence. This summer, we’ve witnessed an assassination attempt on former President Donald Trump, another viral story of police violence against an innocent Black person, and wars in Israel/Palestine and Ukraine with no end in sight. As we wish it were otherwise, we live in a world that regularly attempts to solve its conflicts with physical violence.
So lace up those sandals. We’ve got work to do!

