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Her name was Peace Pilgrim, at least from her 45th year onward.  I could tell you her real name, but I feel pretty sure that she would say it was unimportant.  She changed the name herself on January 1, 1953, when she began what she considered her true vocation – living simply, fasting, walking, and witnessing for peace.  By 1964, when she stopped counting miles, she had walked 25,000 miles for peace in Canada and the United States; and between then and her death in 1981, she walked countless additional miles.


Her early life was unremarkable.  She was from a poor but respectable New Jersey farm family.  She would never formally affiliate with any organized religion – perhaps because her family had no such affiliation either.  She certainly admired Jesus, and quoted the Gospels often.  Her family did instill strong values in their children, and encouraged their intellectual and cultural development.  From toddlerhood Peace displayed a lively and inquisitive mind, and in school, she excelled at both athletics and academics.  She was married for a time, but clashing values between the spouses – his “traditional,” hers not – resulted in eventual divorce.

The spiritual journey which would eventually transform her into Peace Pilgrim really began some 15 years earlier, in 1938.  After walking all night through the woods praying for guidance to discover her calling, she underwent a "great spiritual experience." She would later recall:  I felt a complete willingness, without any reservations, to give my life - to dedicate my life - to service. "If you can use me for anything, please use me!" I prayed to God. "Here I am – take all of me; use me as you will. I withhold nothing." Then a great peace came over me. I experienced a complete willingness without reservations whatsoever, to give my life to something beyond myself.

Over the next decade-and-a-half, she actively sought to discern her particular calling.  She tried working with senior citizens and those with emotional problems. Then she volunteered in peace organizations, including the Philadelphia Fellowship Commission and the United Nations Council of Philadelphia. For a time, she was a peace lobbyist in Washington, DC.  During those same years, she also began radically simplifying her life. She became a vegetarian, disciplined herself to live on ten dollars a week, and reduced her wardrobe to two dresses. As she put it, she wanted to "experience and learn to appreciate the great freedom of simplicity."


In hindsight, Peace would describe this period as a time when she was engaged in a great struggle between her "lower, self-centered nature," and the "higher, God-centered nature." She said: The body, mind and emotions are instruments which can be used by either the self-centered nature or the God-centered nature... They can only be fully controlled by the God-centered nature. When the God-centered nature takes over, you have found inner peace.  

Thus, she came to believe, over time, that overcoming selfishness and gaining release from its power were keys to attaining inner peace and spiritual maturity.  By the time she began to walk for peace in 1964, she had become genuinely convinced that true peace – in our homes, in our cities, and in our world – must necessarily begin with inner peace: a peace based on freedom from attachments, and a deep sense of the oneness or relatedness of all people and all creation.

I first encountered Peace Pilgrim during my theology studies when a friend introduced me to her writings.  Her vision and mission have been kept alive for three decades since her death by friends and followers who make available copies of her writings and videos to all interested parties at no cost to them.  You can also find a rich website at www.peacepilgrim.com.   I have chosen to tell you about Peace Pilgrim today because she is nearer to our own time than Jesus – because she lived, more or less, in the world as we know it.  And yet, I believe that she actually understood and experienced the kind of peace that Jesus spoke about in this evening’s/mornings reading from the Gospel of John.


If you recall, Jesus promises peace “not as the world gives.”  After all, what passes for peace in the world – in our world – is the nervous absence of conflict.  Often enough, this paradoxical so-called “peace” is imposed and maintained by force – whether spousal or parental force in our homes, or economic or military force between people and nations.  Thus, while the actual angry confrontation and bloodshed may stop for a time, the underlying fear and suspicion do not.  Instead, they lie in wait, only to flare up and incite open conflict again.

Jesus, on the other hand, speaks of our loving him, and keeping his word, so that he, his Father, and their life-giving Spirit might come to dwell within us.  Awareness of that divine indwelling roots and grounds inner peace.  Peace Pilgrim put it this way: Know that you are God's beautiful child, always in God's hands. Accept God...accept God's protection...there is really no problem to fear. Know that you are not the clay garment...  the self-centered nature which governs your life needlessly. Know that you are the God-centered nature. The Kingdom of God within. The Indwelling Christ. Eternal and indestructible. 

Only God can give us the peace which the world cannot give.  But how are we to cooperate with grace on our journey toward this peace within?  Peace Pilgrim believed that we must first let go of self-will – that is, of the lower, ego-centered self that is driven by fear and greed.  Her experience also taught her that we must let go of feeling separate, isolated, and alienated – thinking of ourselves as unique, not in a not good way.  While each of us is one of a kind, God also creates us in relationship to every other being and to all of creation, especially to every other man and woman.  As the English preacher and metaphysical poet, John Donne, reminded us: “No [one] is an island, entire of itself.  Every [one] is a piece of the continent, a part of the main…  Any [one]'s death diminishes me, because I am involved in [hu]mankind.  And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.”

Thirdly, we must relinquish attachments – an expression and a practice which was also near and dear to the heart of St. Ignatius Loyola.  The material world is God’s gift, and it is to be used only insofar as it helps us to fulfill our primary purpose of praising, reverencing and serving God.  As Jesus reminds us in the Sermon on the Mount: “Do not worry and say, 'What are we to eat?' or 'What are we to drink?' or 'What are we to wear?'…  But seek first the kingdom (of God) and his righteousness, and all these things will be given you besides.”

And finally, in what is perhaps the greatest challenge to our lower nature, we must gradually let go of our negative thoughts and feelings – of useless worry, self-denigration, resentment, and the desire for revenge.  What else could Jesus have meant in exhorting us to “Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you”?  No doubt about it; that it is a tall order.  But isn’t it also the message of the cross?  Even as he was dying, Jesus declared from the cross: "Father, forgive them, they know not what they do."  The way to stop violence is to answer it with peace; the way to end fear and hate is to engulf them with love and transform them.


Another great apostle of peace, Mahatma Gandhi, is supposed to have said: “I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.”  Peace Pilgrim herself wrote: “Many people profess Christianity. Very few live it -- almost none. And when you live it people may think you're crazy…  Of course I love and appreciate Jesus and I wish Christians would learn to obey his commandments. It would be a most wonderful world.”  The challenge and choice is ours, sisters and brothers, no less than it was for the first disciples of Jesus.  Will we choose life or death?  That is, will we choose the way of love, or the way of fear?  Because the peace which Jesus gives, as the world cannot, can only be the fruit of love.  

And it is love that we are meant to choose whenever we assemble at the Lord’s Table to eat the bread of justice and to drink the wine of peace.  In the Eucharist, we offer ourselves as Jesus did, willing to be broken and poured out as food and drink for others.  In sharing one bread and one cup, we relinquish our isolation, instead becoming a part of one Body of Christ and one family of God.  We give thanks for the gifts of material creation – not only for wheat and grapes, but also for our creative minds and hands.  We return these gifts to God and use them to praise God.  And so, gradually, as we celebrate Eucharist over a lifetime, we overcome our enmities and fears and learn to choose reconciliation and compassion instead.

I give the final word to Peace Pilgrim, who wrote: “Pure love is a willingness to give, without a thought of receiving anything in return. Love can save the world from nuclear destruction. Love God: turn to God with receptiveness and responsiveness. Love your fellow human beings: turn to them with friendliness and givingness. Make yourself fit to be called a child of God by living the way of love.”
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