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Be present, O merciful God, so that we who are wearied by the changes and chances of this life may rest in your eternal changelessness; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

We who are wearied by the changes and chances of this life may rest in your eternal changelessness.  That is a portion of a collect we prayed this week during Compline at the Clergy Conference.  It struck a particular chord with me as I reflected on how much change and chances are happening at St. Michael’s.  I sent out a pastoral letter this week to the congregation that spoke in particular to the hiring of an assistant rector – a change that will finally give Marla a chance! A chance to rest, a chance to play and a chance to step back a bit and see the impact her incredible ministry has had here.  A chance that could not come without change.  

I am acutely aware that any change – regardless of the need, size, or shape of it, creates anxiety.  That is exactly what Jesus is preparing his disciples for in our passage from the Gospel of John today.  In John, Jesus spends a lot of time encouraging and comforting his disciples for a new reality, a reality that is not easy to understand.  Jesus is trying to tell them that he is leaving them, but he will always be with them.  

Mind you, this helpful pep talk from Jesus is coming to the disciples on the eve of his crucifixion.  This is not a post-resurrection talk.  And in exchange for presenting this dualistic reality, Jesus gives them peace.  “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.” 

I struggle with what Jesus meant when he said that.  For as long as I can remember, from my home parish as a child to St. Michael’s today, week after week we pray for peace.  I participated in protests for peace in elementary school and I have been part of protests for peace as an adult.  Thirty years and I have never lived in a world in peace.  So what is peace? What is peace when there is war being waged with our brothers and sisters in the Middle East, when there is a war being waged against the poor, when there is war being waged against the planet we live on? Is peace the end to these wars? Is peace the end of hunger, of oil spills, of suffering?  Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.  

Last year Trinity Church in Connecticut hosted a Walk of Hope followed by an U2charist service to benefit the Lost Boys of Sudan.  War in Southern Sudan had forced 30,000 Lost Boys, children who had lost parents and family in war, on a 1,000 mile journey across Ethiopia and Kenya.  Only a third of the boys survived the stretch of desert, marked by wild animal attacks, dehydration and starvation.  In 2001, 40 of these Lost Boys immigrated to Rochester, New York – William Riak is one of those boys. William was eight years old when he fled his village in the Sudan.  In a recent interview for the Hope of Sudan organization, William remembered arriving in the US, not knowing the language or customs, needing instruction on the basics – how to turn on a lamp, use a toilet, shop for groceries.  He remembers the fear and confusion of being a stranger in a strange land.  He speaks about the sadness that seeped into his core when he thought of the massive destruction and loss of home.  

At the same time I was learning about the experience of William coming from war-torn Sudan, I was pastoring to a parishioner who worked at Wesleyan University in Middletown.  I was pastoring to her in the aftermath of a horrific shooting death of a student at her University.  There have been a number of school and university shootings that have marred our society in recent years.  And she asked me something that gave me pause.  She asked, with all of the pain and senseless violence, how can we raise our children to live without fear? How can we raise our children to know peace? 

Well, on May 13th, 2009, William, the Lost Boy who survived a 1,000 mile journey and crossed over into a foreign land, graduated from State University of New York at Geneseo.  In eight years, he became fluent in English, became a U.S. citizen, achieved his GED and earned a bachelor degree.  He is now preparing to become a human rights lawyer and has worked with the Genocide Intervention Network in Washington D.C.  Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.  

William found peace.  It was not a peace that ended war.  It was not a peace that ended pain.  It was not a peace that came quickly.  It was a peace that he discovered in himself.  It was a peace that gave something, that created something, that hoped for something.  What I realized in William’s story is that God gave us an active and living peace.  By our action, by our hope, by our prayers, we surround one another; we encourage one another to know peace. 

Today we have the opportunity to reflect intimately on peace.  We are baptizing baby McKenna.  The first time I ever baptized someone, I minimized my role to the point of thinking that my only responsibility was to pour water on the baby’s head and to anoint him without dropping him.  Well, looking back, that was probably all I could have handled thinking as it was my first time baptizing.  But when I held that child, when I looked down at baby Cameron and his tiny being in my arms, my legs shook and my stomach dropped to the floor.  I was holding peace.  And I was holding the responsibility to remind Cameron of that feeling for the rest of his life.  It was not my relationship to him as a priest, or a Godparent or a sibling, it was my relationship to him in his baptism – the same relationship we all have today to McKenna.  She may scream, she may cry, but within her is peace.  Within us is peace. 

 The peace that Jesus left with us was not a promise to end war; it was a peace that promised to be within us.  It was a peace that allows us to rest in God’s eternal changelessness. When we pray to rest in God’s eternal changelessness, we are not asking for the world to stop moving.  Changelessness is not stagnate, it is not stuck, it not even the absence of change.  Changelessness is peace – it is the recognition that while the world may present chaos and turmoil and despair, God presents peace.  A kind of peace that the world cannot give.  A kind of peace that exists despite everything that is contrary to it.  A kind of peace that passes all understanding.  Amen.  

