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FRANCISCAN PEACEMAKING

We live in a time of war, violence and terrorism; peace does not feature much in the media. Recent news headlines remind us of this reality:

· Officer from Battersea named as Basra victim;

· Woman knifed in club brawl;

· Kiyan Prince was stabbed to death outside the London Academy;

· Violence escalates in East Timorese capital, Dili; 

· Iraq imposes emergency in Basra; 

· Somali Islamists seize rival base; 

· Congo rebels seize peacemakers; 

· Palestinian shot near Gaza; 

· US sniper guilty of six killings; 

· Top loyalist shot three times;

· Chile students clash with police; 

· Kabul troops ‘fired in defence’; 

· Dozens dead in Iraq bomb attacks… and so on. 

· New York on 9/11 and London on 7/7 are dates etched in our memories.

At the other end of the spectrum our hearts are warmed by the millions throughout the world who are committed to peace. Peace activists, committed to non-violence, are working in many of the areas of the world where peace is not a reality: the International Solidarity Movement, Christian Peacemaker Teams, Ecumenical Accompaniers, Rabbis for Human Rights, the International Women’s Peace Service… Many of us here have marched for peace, have carried the banners make peace, not war; let peace reign; give peace a chance; there is no way to peace, peace is the way…
What we are all seeking is not just the cessation of this violence, but a peace that is through and beyond violence – shalom – a peace that is not passive but active: that inner peace of the soul with God; the fulfilment of non-violence, through peaceful relationships with others and with ourselves, indeed with all creation; and the establishment of a just and peaceful social order. Peace that passes all understanding – God’s peace.

T.S. Eliot wrote of this understanding of peace in Murder in the Cathedral in the words he gave to Thomas à Becket in his sermon in Canterbury Cathedral on Christmas morning 1170 shortly before his murder:
Now think for a moment about the meaning of this word ‘peace’. Does it seem strange to you that the angels should have announced Peace, when ceaselessly the world has been stricken with War and fear of War? Does it seem to you that the angelic voices were mistaken, and that the promise was a disappointment and a cheat?

Reflect now, how our Lord himself spoke of Peace. He said to his disciples, ‘Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you’. Did he mean peace as we think of it: the kingdom of England at peace with its neighbours, the barons at peace with the King, the householder counting over his peaceful gains, the swept hearth, his best wine for a friend at the table, his wife singing to the children? Those men, his disciples, knew no such things; they went forth to journey afar, to suffer by land and sea, to know torture, imprisonment, disappointment, to suffer death by martyrdom. What then did he mean? If you ask that, remember then that he said also, ‘Not as the world gives, give I unto you’. So then, he gave to his disciples peace, but not peace as the world gives.

To be a peacemaker is to receive this gift of God as part of our acceptance of God’s love in Christ. Peace is one of the fruits of the Spirit given through the wounds of the crucified Christ in the new birth and promise of the resurrected Christ. The real peace we are all seeking is hidden deep within our hearts, where the Holy Spirit dwells, and needs to be unlocked, awakened by prayer. 

Francis met the God of peace in the crucified Christ; by embracing the leper, by confronting the wolf of Gubbio and in the many acts of compassionate love recorded about his life, through his faithfulness to contemplative prayer. ‘Walking in the footprints of Christ’ meant for Francis the most intimate identification with Christ which culminated in his receiving in his own body the marks of the Crucified One, the Stigmata, the sign of his transformation through such prayer and action.

Peace in the Bible

In the Old Testament there is perhaps no concept richer than the Hebrew word for peace, shalom. Not being a Hebrew scholar, I have to take it as a given that it possesses no single meaning, though it might be translated as inclusiveness, soundness or wholeness. It encompasses far more than ‘peace’ as we commonly translate it into English.

Shalom means the end of war and conflict, but it also means friendship, contentment, security and health; prosperity, abundance, tranquillity, harmony with nature and even salvation. And it means these things for everyone not just a select few. Shalom is ultimately a blessing, a gift from God as given to Moses, The Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. (Numbers 6.26) It is not a human endeavour. It applies not only to the state of the individual, I lie down in peace; at once I fall asleep (Psalm 4. 8) but also to relationships – among people, nations and between God and all created beings, God is speaking peace to his faithful people and those who turn their hearts to him (Psalm 85.8); pray for the peace of Jerusalem…peace be within your walls (Psalm 122.6,7); peace, peace, to the far and the near, says the Lord, and I will heal them; (Isaiah 57.19) Then Jonathan said to David, ‘Go in peace….’

Beyond this, shalom is intimately tied to justice, because it is the enjoyment or celebration of human relationships which have been made right with each other and with God, nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. (Isaiah 2.4)

More radically it involves love of one’s enemies. When the prophet Jeremiah wrote a letter to the refugees from Jerusalem in despised Babylon he said, seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. (Jeremiah 29.7) This letter was not too well received by the exiles, who were more likely to follow the ordinances given to Moses in Exodus:  eye for eye, tooth for tooth (Exodus 21.24)! Often the peace of God appears utterly irrational, not only in the eyes of the street-wise, but in the eyes of the most religious people.

Peace is a central theme in the New Testament too, where Jesus the Messiah, the Prince of Peace, (Isaiah 9.6) is the bearer, sign and instrument of God’s peace. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called the children of God (Matthew 5.9); your faith has saved you, go in peace (Luke 7.50); Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you’ (John 20.19). Paul says Christ is our peace. (Ephesians 2.14) and many of his letters begin with the salutation Grace to you and peace from God, and in the Common Worship introduction to the Eucharistic exchange of the Peace,  Let us then pursue all that makes for peace and builds up our common life (Romans 14.19).
Francis and Peace

If we believe with St Paul that Christ is our peace, peace is resolutely incarnational. It centres on humanity. Francis was convinced that a peaceable community can only be achieved if means and end are in harmony. He and his first brothers took to heart the gospel imperative for mission as expressed in Matthew 10, as the Franciscan way of life, which embodies, among other things, the conviction that peace can only be achieved through peace. Therefore, Francis lived certain principles with his brothers:  Do not engage in quarrels and disputes (Earlier Rule 16) and when we see or hear evil spoken or done or God blasphemed, let us speak well and do well and praise God (Earlier Rule 17).  He wanted above all, through a total commitment, to walk in the footsteps of Christ by bearing witness to his gospel:  His highest aim, foremost desire, and greatest intention was to pay heed to the holy gospel in all things and through all things, to follow the teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ and to retrace his footsteps completely with all vigilance and all zeal, all the desire of his soul and all the fervour of his heart. (Thomas of Celano ‘The Life of St Francis’ 30)

Francis had deep insight regarding the human person whom he viewed as the root cause of both violence and peace. He believed that peace begins in the heart. As you announce peace with your mouth, make sure you have greater peace in your hearts...Let everyone be drawn to peace and kindness through your peace and gentleness. (The Anonymous of Perugia 8.38)  He also acknowledged that violence begins in the heart too, as he discovered for himself, in his encounter with the leper, recognizing his need to conquer his fear of those whom he rejected, those whom it seemed too bitter to see. (Testament 1) 
Francis became a peacemaker, not simply a man who loved and proclaimed peace, but one whose commission it was to make peace. In a commentary on Matthew 5.9, Francis links the efforts of people on behalf of peace with their ability and capacity to suffer:  Those people are truly peacemakers who, regardless of what they suffer in the world, preserve peace of spirit and body out of love of our Lord Jesus Christ. (Admonitions 15) This aptitude to suffer, Francis linked with patience, not a virtue nourished or learned in a void:  a servant of God cannot know how much patience and humility he has within himself as long as he is content. When the time comes …when those who should make him content do the opposite, he has as much patience and humility as he has at that time and no more. (Admonitions 13) In her book on ‘Franciscan Prayer’, Ilia Delio says:  Only someone conformed to Christ, who puts on Christ and thus, in whom Christ lives, is a peacemaker because that person is willing to suffer and die like Christ for the sake of peace.

In the biographical literature, it is obvious how much Francis, through his encounter with the Crucified, attained compassion for the suffering ones of his time and felt in his own body their sufferings. For days on end he wept and was in agony. From this suffering he turns to his brothers and sisters, to the leper, the beggar, the worm on the wayside, the lamb in the field, the tree about to be felled, even to the rock on which he was standing. He sought to keep this attitude alive by contemplation on the story of the Passion. In the end it burst forth in his own body when he received the stigmata.

To live in the spirit of Christ, to live the life of Christ, is to live eucharistically and the Eucharist was a symbol of peace for Francis. I implore you brothers to show all possible reverence and honour to the most holy Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ in whom that which is in heaven and on earth has been brought to peace and reconciled to almighty God. (Letter to the Entire Order, 12-13)

He had to undergo an inner conversion, a change of heart, in order to discover that inner peace he sought and taught. In all of his preaching, before he presented the word of God, to the assembly, he prayed for peace saying, ‘May the Lord give you peace’… Many who hated peace along with salvation, with the Lord’s help [and Francis’ example] wholeheartedly embraced peace. (Thomas of Celano ‘The Life of St Francis’, 10) This ‘inner conversion’ was something that happened over a long period of time by his taking seriously the biblical formulas of greeting Peace be to this house (Luke 10.5, Later Rule  3.13) and May the Lord give you peace. (Numbers 6.24-26; Testament 23; A Blessing for Brother Leo) For Francis such a greeting started every conversation and every sermon and he expected his brothers to follow suit, but not without some indignation and embarrassment:

At the beginning…, when blessed Francis would go with a brother who was one of the first twelve brothers, that brother would greet men and women along the way as well as those in their field, saying: ‘May the Lord give you peace’

And because people had never before heard such a greeting from any religious, they were greatly amazed. Indeed, some would say almost indignantly:  ‘What does this greeting of yours mean?’ As a result that brother began to be quite embarrassed. Then he said to blessed Francis:  ‘Let me use another greeting’.

Blessed Francis told him:  ‘Let them talk, for they do not grasp what is of God. But do not be embarrassed, for one day the nobles and princes of this world will show respect to you and the other brothers because of a greeting of this sort.’  (The Assisi Compilation 101)

His stand on not bearing weapons of any kind was another aspect of his attitude to peace; he recognized the connection between possessions and war. He prohibited the members of the Third Order to carry arms; he faced the Saracens, regarded as the enemies of Christianity, unarmed, and in the legend of the Wolf of Gubbio, he faced the wolf unarmed, unlike the citizens of the town. Francis negotiated a peace treaty between the wolf and the townspeople with spectacular results!

The vulnerability of this attitude is obvious – there is always the possibility of martyrdom: Wherever they may be, let all my brothers remember that they have given themselves and abandoned their bodies to the Lord Jesus Christ. For love of him, they must make themselves vulnerable to their enemies, both visible and invisible, because the Lord says: those who lose their life for my sake will save it. (The Earlier Rule 16)

Peace and SSF

Through our profession as brothers and sisters it is incumbent on us to be peacemakers and like Francis to desire to embody as individuals and as a community these attitudes to peace that Francis sought and taught in his lifetime. We have all witnessed the association of Assisi with peace, politically and religiously, a tribute to the outstanding example of Francis; history bears witness to the fact that he succeeded in establishing peace in various Italian cities and The Canticle of the Creatures bears witness to the reconciliation of civil and religious authorities in Assisi.

We need to be intentionally searching for ways to deepen our commitment to peace, expressed in a variety of ways, but always beginning with ourselves and manifested in some active way, however small it may seem. I never could have imagined that I would spend almost a month in a Muslim village on the West Bank with a small group of women of the International Women’s Peace Service witnessing the humiliation of Palestinians under occupation. I learned something of the existence of people of peace on both sides of that complex conflict; I met many women and men risking their lives as peace activists and I was humbled by the privileges and the security I take for granted. I have had the opportunity of seeing a little of the work of Franciscans International, NGO at the United Nations, with offices in New York and Geneva, doing amazing advocacy work for the poor and underprivileged, those living with HIV/AIDS, the issues of human trafficking, environmental concerns, gender issues. I have met Emilio Gavarrete, a Capuchin friar who has devoted his life to the fight against extreme poverty, living and working with one of the indigenous peoples of Honduras, the Lencan peoples. I have met Emmanuela Micallef FMM who for over 18 years has served as a counsellor at a Christian home for mentally and physically handicapped children in Bethlehem. To arrive at work every day from Jerusalem, she travels for an hour and fifteen minutes, crossing police inspections and army checkpoints. 

It is heartening to know that Franciscans International is expanding its work by opening a new office in S.E. Asia that is involving our brothers in Australia; they have also set up a new initiative for Africa focussing on issues related to the HIV/AIDS pandemic. John has recently visited the Democratic Republic of Congo as part of a peace project and made many contacts.

The new developments here at Hilfield deserve our wholehearted support as do Hugh and Jennie as our Justice and Peace Links. However, it is important to remember that there are many other sisters and brothers making their unheralded contributions to peace. May we all persevere in making our contribution; this is urgent, in a world that seems hell bent on trying to achieve peace through violence. When will we ever learn that violence only begets violence, whether in our community houses, in our country or on the scale of a ‘war on terrorism’?

May the Lord give me peace.  May the Lord give them peace. May the Lord give you peace.

Joyce CSF
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