
I am reluctant to recall my years in prison…….as a chaplain……. on two

Sundays running, but with today’s Gospel in mind I thought it would be

appropriate to share this little story. During those years I was often invited to

give talks to various community groups, mostly church connected ones but

others too. It was usually to inform them, and hopefully their prayers, about

prison, prisoners, and the daily life of the prison chaplain.

I remember going to speak at a ladies’ afternoon meeting at the parish church

of a Sussex country town during my time at HMP Lewes. I gave my talk and

then there was some time for questions. The first question came from a very

well-spoken lady (what those of you from the north of England would probably

call ‘posh!’). She asked, ‘When you go to visit the prisoners, do you see them

in their cells?’ Answer: ‘Yes, mostly, especially on the statutory induction visit

on their first day.’ The questioner continued, ‘Are you safe, are you not afraid?’

I think, initially, I gave a light-heartedly reply, ‘Well, when they see the dog

collar, it is more likely they who are afraid!’

It started a useful discussion. I remember telling them that prisoners are in

prison because they have broken the criminal law, serious enough to warrant a

prison sentence. That doesn’t mean that they are all dangerous or even bad

people (some are, of course). Most of them are certainly not the worst people I

have come across in life. You and I know people who will never break the

criminal law but can be described as ‘not exactly nice to know,’ or thoroughly

unpleasant. To which another lady immediately interjected, ‘Like some

parishioners!’ Much laughter ensued. Clearly, they all had someone or some

people in mind.

I did too. I briefly shared my memories of two or three households in a former

parish where I, and what I represented, were not welcome at all. I told the

group how I tried to connect with those people but failed. All I could do was

pray for them, pray for their good, and let my peace stay with me. Prisoners,

mostly, were easy compared with such people.

In today’s Gospel we read about Jesus sending out an extended group of

disciples, 70 of them. Some translations say 72. Whatever, numbers in the

Bible are usually symbolic, and this number, may represent the known number

of nations or peoples in Luke’s time to which the gospel would need to be



preached. Jesus tells them that their first words on greeting others are to be

words of peace. On entering a house, they are to say to the occupant, ‘peace

to this house.’ We remember that the risen Christ greeted his disciples with

the words, ‘peace be with you.’ It sounds an odd greeting, but, of course, these

were the usual words with which one Jew greeted another, and they are still.

As we considered recently, the Hebrew word for ‘peace’ is ‘Shalom.’ Its

meaning is very profound. It is wishing the other peace at the deepest level – it

includes wellbeing of body, mind and spirit. It expresses friendship, connection,

solidarity.

That is the quality of peace we are expected to embrace as Christians. At our

own level of experience, working for peace, being ambassadors of peace,

means being welcoming and open hearted to people: those close to us, those

who annoy us or disagree with us, and those who currently provoke anguish

within us. To take the path of peace is to accept people as they are, with their

flaws, limitations, and differences. If our approach of peace is not received or

reciprocated, then the teaching of Jesus is, ‘let your peace stay with you.’ In

other words, do not be troubled; leave that person or persons where they are

for now; keep your gift of peace for someone else. You have made the effort.

You may even have planted a seed of peace in the heart of someone that will

bear fruit later. As St Paul says in our second reading: ‘let us never slacken in

doing good; for if we do not give up, we shall have our harvest in due time.’

In a few minutes time, I shall, as usual, say to you all: ‘The peace of the Lord be

always with you.’ And you will, I hope, wish the same back to me. What a

wonderful gift is being offered to us: the peace of Christ; a peace which the

world cannot give. Then comes the invitation to offer each other a sign of that

peace. Whether in these Covid-conscious times it will be by touch or a wave,

we will reach out to our neighbours with the same hands that will later receive

Jesus in Holy Communion. The two actions are inseparable. Before we receive

Christ in the sacrament, we receive and give Christ in greeting one another.

That greeting is a sign of how we wish to live, not just with our fellow Christians

but with the world, with every human being, because each of us represents the

whole.

We come to this Eucharist to be in communion with the Lord, and to receive his

peace. We must then be prepared to give back something of what we have



received. The end of the Eucharist, the dismissal, is not like the end of a

football match, a theatre play or a concert, where we simply get up and leave,

and perhaps talk about whether we enjoyed it or not. Rather at the end of the

Eucharist we are sent out, dismissed, to go and live out what we have received

here. We will have received the peace of Christ through word and sacrament

and fellowship with one another, so we are sent out to share his peace with the

people we live with, work with, and relate to every day.

It is not always easy. But like anything else worthwhile in life, we have to keep

trying, for this is the way of Christ. In a world torn by division, bitterness, and

so much other bad news, we have the challenging call as Christians to live and

try to demonstrate the Shalom, the Peace of Christ. It is a peace that expresses

love, in the form of friendship, connection, solidarity, and always wanting the

best for the person or people to whom it is offered. The peace of Christ

includes all that and more. We receive it from him, so we must pass it on to

others.  For we are the Body of Christ on this earth now.


