HOMILY for the 6th. Sunday of Eastertide [C], May 9th., 2010
“Peace I bequeath to you”

Let’s find somewhere in the world named after peace.
There must be somewhere.    Possibly in America, where the settlers were fond of naming places after qualities they had failed to find in the Old World, like Harmony, or Concord.

So come with me to Peaceburg, Alabama.   Founded in 1866, present population unspecified.   Crime rate statistics not available.    There’s a place named after peace.

Well, yes and no.   Peaceburg is actually named after its founder, Samuel T. Peace, who was a cavalry officer serving under the dashing general Jeb Stuart of the southern or Confederate troops in the American Civil War.     Samuel T. Peace was the oldest of six brothers.     The second one got shot in the head and shoulder, the third one through the stomach, the fourth was killed outright at the Battle of Gettysburg, the fifth one had his leg shot off, and the sixth one lost his little toe.    

No wonder when the war ended the Peace brothers decided to move – apart from the one left behind at Gettysburg – and, presumably with a great sigh of relief, find a new life in a new place.   A place of Peace.

But does “peace” involve getting away from it all?   Is it like Shangri-la, that mythical happy valley in the Himalayas, isolated from the outside world, where people live greatly extended lives.    Or the peace people hope for when they cocoon themselves in houses with reassuring names like “Mon Repos” – “my rest”?

Hardly.    We are about to celebrate the Ascension of the Lord, and one thing told to the disciples on that occasion was that they shouldn’t “stand staring up into the sky”.   Looking for never-never-land.

Jesus offers, as we have just heard, “a peace the world cannot give”.    Firstly, this is not a “getting away”.   In fact, the Father and the Holy Spirit will come, and the Spirit will “remind” us – or shall we say “re-mind us”? – so that equipped with a new mind, we have new priorities, which are far from an escape.

Secondly, the peace of Jesus is not easy.   “If anyone loves me he will keep my word.”     A nun in her memoirs records:   “Today I knelt in prayer after Mass and I said:  ‘Lord, you want me to keep your word.   Well, what word is it you want me to keep?’    And the Lord seemed to reply to me ......”
Well, let us work out what was the Lord’s reply.    “The Word was with God, and the Word was God”;  so says St. John in the prologue to his Gospel.    And then in his first Letter:  “God is love;  whoever lives in love, lives in God, and God in him”.    
So that must be the word – love.   Love, intimately linked with the peace of Jesus, a peace the world cannot give.

But this is all very demanding.   There are many we do not love, still less like.   We cannot possibly do this without the help of the one who unfailingly did it.

Everything associated with Jesus is peace, because it is love.   The agony in the Garden is peace;  the whipping and the crowning with thorns are peace.    The Cross is peace;  he “made peace by the blood of his Cross”.

We read in the Second Reading of the new Jerusalem, part of God’s making of the “new heavens and the new earth”.    But these are things which we must begin to make here.    And if making the first heavens and the first earth was so taxing that God had to rest after it, we must not be surprised if we find the task intensely demanding.

So at each Mass, before the strengthening which we gain from receiving Holy Communion, we offer each other the Sign of Peace.   It is our reassurance, and the symbol of our having a common purpose.   It is not just a superficial way of saying “hello”.

Now casual expressions don’t always amount to much – after all, we all say “goodbye” but we don’t usually say so with intense religious fervour even though the word means “God be with you” – but maybe part of the trouble is our little word “hello”.

A religious sister from southern Germany was explaining that where she came from the common greeting was “Grüss Gott” – which used to mean “May God bless you” though now more properly it means “May God greet you”.     She then asked what the English equivalent was and was told “hello”.    “Hello!” she said, “but that’s what you say to check a microphone is working!”
But if one really means it by saying “May God greet you”, the implications can sometimes be very demanding.

A group of tourists were on their way back on the bus from the Dachau concentration camp near Munich and were sitting opposite an old German woman who felt, as she had doubtless felt before, that she was being looked at in a patronising way as though her whole nation was personally responsible for what had happened.

Finally the old woman could stand it no more.   Rolling up her sleeve, she revealed a scar on her arm.   “They tried to shoot me in the war,” she cried out, “and they shot my father.   My father ran a Grüss Gott shop”.

And she explained what this meant.   During the Third Reich many traders in Bavaria, who had always greeted customers with the traditional “Grüss Gott”, decided it was safer to switch to the Nazi “Sieg Heil” – long live victory.    Everybody had to choose.  And the people knew which shop was which.   The old woman’s father ran a Grüss Gott shop, and paid for it with his life.      Sometimes a greeting is everything.

As the prophet Jeremiah says, it is very easy to say “Peace” – like some flower-power hippie of the 1960’s at Woodstock puffing on his marijuana – peace, brother!   But to live peace is intensely demanding, for us, as it was for Jesus.   To achieve it to any degree at all is a mighty Easter blessing.

By the way, back in 1943 the US Government requisitioned much of the land round Peaceburg, Alabama – in order to use it as an Army firing range.     The last descendants of the Peace family all promptly moved out.   And who can blame them?

