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Texas, as you may have heard, is the state that conducts the most executions – 454 of them in the past 34 years. Since 1982 the Texas Department of Corrections has kept a log of the final statement that each condemned prisoner makes, moments before the deadly poison starts flowing into his arm.


These statements are disturbing, enlightening, confusing. But what I find remarkable is that for many of these prisoners – people who have committed horrible crimes, and who are about to die – for many of them, their final words reflect an amazing inner peace.


Here’s what Franklin DeWayne Alix said: “Thank y’all for being here. It is what it is. I got peace in my heart.”


And Anthony Fuentes: “All of you know I got my peace. And I hope you find peace. And to the family, the truth will come out and I hope you find peace. I got my peace. I hope everybody has their peace.”


Javier Medina: “The peace you will find will be a temporary peace; true peace will come through finding Christ. I pray through this execution that you will find the peace you seek. Give yourself to Christ and find peace through him.”


And Jermarr Arnold: “I am happy, that is why you see me smiling. I am glad I am leaving this world. I am going to a better place. I have made peace with God.”


Now, I’m not holding up these men, and there are dozens more like them, as great spiritual and moral examples. Far from it. But just like Jesus, these were men who are moments away from death, and like Jesus one might expect them to be a little unpeaceful – terrified, actually. And yet somehow they found their way to a degree of inner peace in the most anxiety-provoking circumstances.

Jesus has even more reason to be unpeaceful, because of course his execution is unjust by any measure. If anyone ever had a right to be agonized and angry, it was Jesus on the day of his crucifixion. And yet here in John 14 we see Jesus not only reflecting a deep, deep sense of confident inner peace, but bestowing an amazing gift on his disciples, including you and me: a promise that God will send the Holy Spirit to be with them after his earthly life is over, and that that Spirit will bring to them a deep and abiding sense of peace. Hear his promise again: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.”


This is the first time in the Gospel of John that Jesus says the word “peace.” It’s as if it never occurred to him before to speak of peace. Maybe that’s because Jesus lived in such deep faith that he was like a fish who never thought about water. One of my favorite poets, Donald Hall, was married to another fine poet, Jane Kenyon, who struggled with depression all her life. She once wrote a poem called “Happiness,” and Donald Hall said, lovingly, “Only a depressed person would write a poem called ‘Happiness.’” Maybe Jesus’ inner life was such a sea of glass that he never thought to speak of peace. It just came naturally to him; he is, after all, in the prophet Isaiah’s words, the Prince of Peace. 

But he’s also acutely aware of the disciples’ needs, their inner turmoil as they are about to lose him. And so he makes them a promise. He says he’ll leave his peace with them.


Now, two things about the peace that Jesus offers to all his disciples.


First, he spells it out: “I do not give to you as the world gives.” That’s a good thing. This world is, after all, anything but peaceful most of the time. What little peace it has to offer us is always precarious. The world can’t give us what it doesn’t have. A poor man can promise you all the money in the world, but he has none to give you in the end.   A world in love with war can promise you peace, but in the end there’s not enough real and lasting peace to go around.


So Jesus’ promise is a real and lasting and permanent peace. It’s not subject to the vagaries of human relations. It’s solid and it’s there, no matter what. 

The other thing about the peace Jesus offers is that it’s a presence and not an absence. Usually we think about peace as the absence of something negative – the absence of war, or strife, or fear, or anger. But what Jesus offers is not absence. The peace of Christ is its own presence. 


Let me explain what I mean. Sometimes we figure that living a life of faith makes all of life’s difficulties bearable. Our faith helps us to hold up in hard times. But I think it’s actually a little more than that. Faith doesn't take away the difficult things in life, of course, but it just keeps them from dominating us, from having mastery, from defining who I am and the possibilities around me. Our needs, our wants, our broken places – those are still accurate descriptions of us, at least parts of us, but they no longer define us. We are more than what’s missing. We are a new creation. Faith makes this possible. Faith then is not some divine plug for the hole we each carry around inside of us. Rather, it’s a summons to be more, to live and love more, to share more because there is so much more that God wants for us.

So Jesus stands at the door with this gift in his hands – the best birthday present you’ll ever get, the peace of Christ wrapped up with a pretty bow. How do we open that door? How can we claim and internalize this gift of peace?


I think we have to recognize that inner peace is not something we can create for ourselves. That’s why Jesus ushers in the Holy Spirit, also called the Advocate – a divine presence that will stand alongside us and be a force for peace, among other virtues, in our lives. 


Sometimes I watch the kids in our Child Care Center going full-tilt on the playground – driving the big truck, or going down the twisty slide, or just running around making woo-woo noises. And I marvel at how uncomplicated their lives are. I know I’m romanticizing this – children do have rich inner lives, and a lot of kids have complicated family situations, some of them very difficult – but for the most part, a 3-year-old has a level of inner peace that you and I might never reach again. A lot has happened since you were 3 years old, hasn’t it? A lot of history, a lot of personality development. Things get complicated. That’s OK; another definition of complicated is “rich with experiences.” But some of those complications can get in the way of experiencing the peace that Jesus promises.


So let’s look at a few ways that our inner ocean gets roiled, and how our experience of Christ, through the Holy Spirit, might calm that storm. 


We get roiled by the stuff we bring into today from the past – past hurts, grudges, regrets, sorrows. Those things are a part of us, but again, they don’t have to define us. Our faith promises us a clean break whenever we need it – a new life in Christ that we can claim every day. The past is finished and gone; everything has become fresh and new. Back when you could still keep score in bowling on a big paper score sheet, we used to draw a little fence after a particularly bad frame, a defense against bad luck. A fresh start.


We get roiled by our need to control things. There are things we both can and should control, like being responsible for our own healthy habits. There are things we can control but really shouldn’t; I knew a family that told their son, you’re going to be a dentist, there’s good money in it and job security. He did, and hated it. Then there are things that you can’t control but try to anyway. You can’t control what people think about you. All of this craving for control roils our inner waters. What’s the Lord’s Prayer say? Thy will be done. It’s addressed to God. 


We get roiled by our striving for more and better. Got your iPad yet? The formula for eternal dissatisfaction is to compare your life, and your stuff, with others’. Ever notice that when we do that, we tend to look up the ladder and not down? You drive yourself crazy doing that. Warren Buffett doesn’t wait in the security line at the airport; he has a private plane. Dwell on that and you’ll be in turmoil. By contrast, Jesus modeled simplicity and gratitude. 


We get roiled when we live in the past, pining for the good old days, or live in the future, always with an eye on retirement or the next vacation. Peace means living in the present. Did you ever notice it’s really difficult to stop looking at a baby? They suck you in with those big eyes. Babies are all about the present moment. That was how Jesus lived, too – totally present to the time and place and situation.

Thich Nhat Hanh, a Buddhist monk who has written compellingly about mindfulness, talks about putting this into practice. “In Vietnam when I was a young monk,” he says, “each village temple had a big bell, like those in Christian churches in Europe and America. Whenever the bell was invited to sound, all the villagers would stop what they were doing and pause for a few moments to breathe in and out in mindfulness. At Plum Village, the community where I live in France, we do the same. Every time we hear the bell, we go back to ourselves and enjoy our breathing. When we breathe in, we say, silently, ‘Listen, listen,’ and when we breathe out, we say, ‘This wonderful sound brings me back to my true home.’ Our true home is the present moment. To live in the present moment is a miracle. The miracle is not to walk on water. The miracle is to walk on the green Earth in the present moment. Peace is all around us.”


Next, we get roiled by those little voices of self-criticism. How did we ever internalize those voices? The ones that say, “You aren’t good enough,” or “That was a stupid thing to do,” or “Better not even try.” Would Jesus ever say such a thing to you? Would you ever say such a thing to another person? Why say it to yourself?

Finally, we get roiled by overburdening our lives with busyness and noise. Thich Nhat Hanh talks about pouring a glass of homemade apple juice for a young friend of his, a little girl named Thanh Thuy. It was from the bottom of the bottle and had some pulp in it, so she wouldn’t drink it. Half an hour later, she came back; the pulp had settled and the juice was clear. “Is this a different glass?” she asked. “No,” said Thich Nhat Hanh. “It’s the same one as before. It sat quietly for a bit, and now it’s clear and delicious.” “Was it meditating like you?” the little girl asked. He laughed and patted her head. “Let’s say that I imitate the apple juice when I sit; that is closer to the truth.” 



When we push ourselves beyond the natural rhythm of work and rest, we do violence not only to our bodies but to our minds. In the Gospels we see Jesus go into the wilderness for times of rest and solitude. Getting out into nature is a great way to do this, but you may find different times and places that recharge you. But please, please don’t neglect to take a regular sabbath. The world is so much with us; we need that quiet in order to empty ourselves and experience the healing peace that the Holy Spirit will bring.


At Niagara Falls there are birds that have built their nests just a few feet away from the roaring water. You can see them there, calmly hatching their eggs and tending their chicks, in the midst of tumult. “Peace I leave with you,” Jesus says – a peace that, even in the midst of a roaring world, calms us, centers us, surrounds us and fills us. God is close at hand. What have we to fear?


Amen.

