
As some of you will know, I once worked in Madagascar. It is the world’s fourth

largest island and an African state, though separated by 250 miles or so from

the continent by the Mozambique channel. Most people on TV quiz shows

have a problem locating it and are never able to name its capital city,

Antananarivo. I served as tutor in the Anglican theological college. We had a

college site in the capital and another about 18 kilometres to the north in a

village called Ambatoharanana where Rosemary and I lived for 2 years. In the

second year I had general responsibility for the parish church which doubled up

as the college chapel.

The Eucharistic services in that church were the same as we have here, except

that they were in the Malagasy language. But the giving and sharing of the

Peace in the services was rather confusing for the people so we didn’t tend to

do it, just announce it. The main reason was that they were always shaking

hands with one another and wishing each other well as they did so, especially

when greeting someone for the first time in the day. And after our services,

the people would form a large semi-circle outside the church, and as you

walked out you shook hands with each person and took your place in the

semi-circle, thus also greeting those who came out after you. Then, if anyone

had any news to share, they had the attention of the whole congregation. So in

a real sense, ‘the Peace’ was covered by this culturally normal and friendly act

of greeting one another.

But another reason why the Peace was confusing is that the word used in the

Malagasy language, ‘fiadanana’ simply meant tranquillity or silence. This did

not seem to have troubled the Malagasy translators, who happily put this word

into the new liturgy for the Peace. They also used the vocative or command

word, ‘mandehana’ for us to say ‘go!’ as in ‘go in peace.’ However, this is an

active imperative form of the verb, and its use is rather aggressive. It was the

word you would use to tell someone to go away, scram, get lost!

There was a retired missionary priest living on the college site, Canon Albert

Nickles, who helped with the teaching and some of the services. He was an

expert in the Malagasy language, and he told me early on that when we said,

‘go in the peace of Christ’ in Malagasy we were effectively telling the people to

‘shove off in the quietness of Christ.’ For me, always sensitive about the use

and meaning of words, I could never use that dismissal responsory again.



Instead, I used a form of words that Canon Nickles taught me. The

congregation and students were familiar enough with this revised form of

words because Albert always used it when he presided, although visitors and

the less regular were often confused because it wasn’t in the book!

What does the word ‘peace’ mean to you? In today’s Gospel we find Jesus

blessing his disciples with the gift of peace, his own peace. The word he would

have used is Shalom.

The peace of Christ, Shalom, is about wholeness, well-being, being right with

God, with one another and with the world. It includes a pledge to live without

resentment or hatred. We are supposed to wish all this for each other when

we say, ‘peace be with you.’

Shalom is also about the peace we have when we prosper and can live life

without undue hardship. Now at this time, late in the Easter season, the

tradition of Rogation is still with us in the West, though not as it once was.

Today was commonly called Rogation Sunday, from the Latin word ‘rogare’

which means to ask or pray for. Christians have traditionally observed this

Sunday and the days around it as a time to pray for God’s blessing particularly

on the land and the farming, that an abundant harvest would be forthcoming.

In Madagascar, the rogation tradition was taken very seriously. The people

were poor. A successful rice harvest was essential. Our service today in the

village included a procession out to a suitable location from where the

surrounding rice fields would be blessed, and the harvest prayed for.

In England, Rogation processions were suppressed at the Reformation, but

quickly restored under Queen Elizabeth I. A few decades later, the poet, hymn

writer and country parson, George Herbert, interpreted the procession as a

means of asking God’s blessing on the land, of preserving boundaries, of

encouraging peace and fellowship between neighbours and with the

reconciling of their differences and disputes; and also, a special time of giving

to the poor. In more recent times, the scope of Rogation has been widened to

include prayers for the world of work and for the protection of the created

world.



For those of us who are already blessed with enough of this world’s resources

and reasonably comfortable living, it is also a call to collaborate with God, by

being generous and life-giving ourselves, both in our relationships with other

people and with the creation. And today’s Gospel reminds us that Jesus came

to bring us life and to liberate us from our self-centredness, to calm our fears

and heal our anguish and hatreds, giving us his Shalom, true peace, thus

enabling us to look at the world with a generous heart and an open mind.

The peace of Christ gives us a vision for life on earth and for the future.

Throughout Eastertide we have been reading from the Acts of the Apostles in

our services. We see how the early church came to open its heart and its

boundaries to include many who were until then considered outsiders,

God-forsaken, sinners, in other words, the Gentiles. The Church of Jesus Christ

was to be a new community without boundaries, divisions, or distinctions

among its members.

Our second reading today from the book of Revelation takes us a much further

forward. It presents us with a vision of a new creation under God. It is

principally about this world, and the whole world. Rich in symbol and

metaphor it speaks of the healing of the nations and the light of God’s love

guiding human beings. As the first verse makes clear, it is no less about heaven

coming to earth. It is the dream of a new future, Shalom, true peace and

harmony for all humanity, the kingdom of God in its fullness for the earth.

The two themes today of blessing and peace, of rogation and Shalom, come

together to encourage us to hold on to that big picture for the Christian

journey. May we each and together pray for such inner peace, such Shalom,

that we truly become a blessing to the people and the created world around

us, and so actively share in God’s creative and healing work, helping to enable

God’s wonderful vision for life on earth to become more and more a reality.


