Let it begin with me
Gemma Simmonds CJ
In John’s Gospel, just before Jesus’s arrest we find him deep in
prayer about the world that he is leaving behind, for the unity
of its people with God. Gemma Simmonds CJ invites us to see
in Jesus’s words a challenging vision of peace, according to
which we are called to orient ourselves towards God and all of
his creation through our own lifestyles.
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Foundation of Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises tells us
that this is the very ground of our being and the
reason for which we were created. Any move away
from that union, experienced and expressed in intimacy both with God and with one another, will draw us
inexorably away from our core purpose and into
attitudes and patterns of thought, speech and behaviour that lead to conflict. The creation story in Genesis
tells us that it’s in our DNA, as it were, to be in union
with one another and with our fundamental context
for living: the natural environment and our natural
partners in life of every species, so prayer for peace
begins with prayer to have healed within ourselves
everything that brings us into disharmony with them.
At this very moment Cape Town and other parts of
South Africa are threatened with running out of
water. Were we to follow the pattern of Genesis our
own bodies should be aching at the very thought of
our sisters and brothers and our Mother Earth
thirsting and dying of drought. Psalm 65 in the Book
of Common Prayer psalter speaks of a God ‘who
stilleth the raging of the sea: and the noise of his
waves, and the madness of the people.’ The madness
of war begins with the madness of disharmony with
the very earth from which we are made, disharmony
with one another in the way that we choose to live,
irrespective of the harm done to our wider community. Yet in the face of this madness and raging sea
Jesus lies asleep, apparently deaf to our pleas and
oblivious to the uproar.
I tell you naught for your comfort,
Yea, naught for your desire,
Save that the sky grows darker yet
and the sea rises higher.1

As in Chesterton’s poem, Jesus doesn’t offer us
comfortable tranquility as a cheap imitation of peace.
Peace is tougher and harder won than that. The peace
Jesus offers may paradoxically lead us into the very
eye of the storm. But those who truly live in intimacy

with God will know that even in the heart of darkness
God’s peace can be found. That peace lies not in the
avoidance of conflict but in avoiding internalising and
acting out conflict, or colluding with the powers and
dynamics of conflict within the systems by which we
order our societies. It begins with our small,
insignificant selves saying no to every thought, word
and attitude that is an aggressive approach to the
other and living a daily yes to all that lives and has its
being in the mind of God. That is a truly radical
change of lifestyle – no wonder so few manage it.
German Jewish philosopher Edith Stein who became
the Carmelite Saint Teresa Benedicta of the Cross,
found that peace in the heart of darkness in
Auschwitz, where she perished in the gas chambers.
She wrote:
O my God, fill our souls with holy joy, courage
and strength to serve you. Enkindle your love in
us and then walk with us along the next stretch
of the road before us. We do not see very far
ahead, but when we have arrived where the
horizon now closes down, a new prospect will
open before us and we shall meet in peace.

It may well seem that many horizons are now closing
down before us as bonds of social, political and
economic union are collapsing or being broken. It’s
here that we need to stretch our vision and our hearts
in faith towards Christ crucified and risen, our
ultimate horizon, who ‘himself is our peace, who has
[…] broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of
hostility’ (Eph.2:14).
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