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Stick-to-it-ivness and the Search for Peace

Sermon, Sunday, Oct. 28, 2018

Rev. Shelagh MacKinnon

This Sunday our gathering is overshadowed by the tragic loss of life at the Tree of Life 
Synagogue in Pittsburgh.  Our communion table has a candle of solidarity and 
remembrance burning on it in memory of the 11 victims.  We know that there are at 
least four others in hospital, the police officers who first responded to the scene.  Our 
prayers are also with them.  

This tragedy is a call for us to learn from the persistence and determination that the 
blind beggar Bartimaeus showed when he called out to Jesus hoping for healing against
all odds.  We are hoping for peace against all odds.  This is Peace Sunday and we are 
like Bartimaeus, cast to the curb, feeling frightened and yet trusting in God.

When I was planning this service there was no way of knowing that such a monstrous 
thing would occur as happened yesterday, but it was not the only mass shooting on that
day, I’m told.  Our prayers are that we will be resourced by the inspiration of people like 
Bartimaeus.

I wanted to share with you the inspiration of four young men who have a YouTube 
channel. I wonder if you might share with us all which YouTube channels you are 
subscribed to? 

[Group conversation]

The inspiration I want to share comes from the channel called YES THEORY.`  The four
men, one from Montreal, one from Syria, one from America and one from Europe went 
to a subway station in the Montreal Metro. They wore white t-shirts with their names on 
them and held up a sign with an arrow saying `He is my brother.` People read the 
writing and the signs and slowly figured it out!  What kind of brothers they were…that 
was made clear by a cardboard tent sign in front of them all saying `We will not be 
separated.`  They stood there, holding hands without speaking a word.  Then, the 
miracle happened as they were engaged in conversation by strangers, they were 
hugged, they were photographed.  Clearly, this is a message that resonates!  `We are 
all family and we will not be separated by acts of random violence or systemic hatred.

Many others are inspired by the Peace Pilgrim, Mildred Norman Ryder, who walked the 
American landscape from 1953 to 1981. Her message: “One little person giving all her 
time to peace, can make news. Many people, giving some of their time, can make 
history.”

Do any of you remember her?  Peace Pilgrim walked across the 10 provinces of 
Canada and across the US seven times!!  She walked 25,000 miles and then stopped 
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counting!  She owned a folding comb, a tooth brush, a few pamphlets about her 
pilgrimage and that is all!  She carried those meagre possessions in the navy blue top 
she always wore.

This was her mantra: `I am a pilgrim, a wanderer. I shall remain a wanderer until 
mankind has learned the way of peace, walking until I am given shelter and fasting until 
I am given food.’

Source: CC BY-SA 3.0

Peace Pilgrim lived a fairly normal life until her thirties. And from that point on,  Peace 
Pilgrim lived a new authentic life. She was aware of a powerful spiritual force inside 
herself, which she sensed inside others too, so that she felt an intense of connection to 
everyone, and a very strong impulse to serve the human race as a whole. She lived a 
life of service, working with old people, people with mental health problems, and then as
a volunteer with peace organisations, such as the Women's International League for 
Peace and Freedom. 

Soon after this, on January 1, 1953, Peace Pilgrim began her pilgrimage. After leading 
the Rose Parade in California, she carried on walking. She continued across the country
for almost 12 months, eventually arriving at the United Nations building in New York the 
following December. And in fact, from this point on, Peace Pilgrim never really stopped 
walking. With no possessions except a toothbrush, one set of clothes, a comb and a 
pencil, she criss-crossed the United States seven times on foot, as well as walking in 
Canada and Mexico. Wearing a tunic with the words ‘Peace Pilgrim’ on the front and 
’25,000 miles on foot for peace’ on the back, she found that she could rely on strangers 
to approach her, and to give her food and a bed for the night (although often she slept 
outdoors, too). In effect, she lived as a wandering monk, supported by 'lay' people. She 
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walked an average of 25 miles a day, often stopping for speaking engagements or 
interviews along the way, particularly as she became more well known. 

Throughout the rest of her life - another 28 years - Peace Pilgrim experienced a 
constant sense of unshakeable inner peace and oneness, a constant sense of 
communion with the world. As she wrote: 

There is a feeling of always being surrounded by all the good things, like love and 
peace and joy. It seems like a protective surrounding, and there is an unshakeableness 
within, which takes you through any situations you need to face….There is a calmness 
and a serenity and unhurriedness - no more striking or straining. 

Peace Pilgrim died at the age of 72, in 1981, in a car accident while being driven to a 
meeting. This might seem tragic, but it would not have appeared that way to Peace 
Pilgrim herself. Like many awakened individuals, she had a strong sense that death did 
not mean the end of existence. She saw death as a 'glorious transition to freer living', 
and 'life’s last great adventure.’     

Jesus asks Bartimaeus:  “What do you want?”  The Sacred Spirit asks you, me and us: 
what do you want? 

What does God say to our prayers – our  prayers for peace, for Peace Pilgrim’s 
patience and Bartimaeus’ determination? Move your feet, just one step, go—that’s the 
essence of God’s answer to an immobilized people. We learned that reading the ancient
stories of the Hebrew people.  We learned that watching or hearing about one American
woman who tirelessly engaged people for the cause of peace and simplicity. To a 
people tired of the journey, a people scared, a people unable to react to the immensity 
of the obstacle before them, God says, move forward!

Now, I get this is counter-intuitive.  So is standing in a Metro station holding up signs 
declaring a family bond across the nations, as the Yes Theory was doing two years ago,
and others are doing right now in Pittsburgh! When the people who face the obstacle 
move their bodies into it, the way through the obstacle becomes clearer. They have no 
certainty but they have all the clarity of purpose. 

As a sermon I read years ago reminds us:  the inarticulate signs, the cries and prayers 
of the people come alive in walking into the very obstacle in front of them. Peace Pilgrim
headed out with really nothing in her pockets. Some people are expecting God to 
respond to their prayers by acting on their behalf. Instead, often, God’s answer is for the
people to become participants in the fulfillment of their own prayers! The sound of their 
first step into the obstacle became the response of those prayers lifted to God. How 
long did Bartimaeus wait with hope?  Did he look foolish in the minds of the other 
beggars in the street? Christ has to push aside the men and women who would keep 
Bartimaeus in his place at the curb.  Jesus incarnates God’s will for healing. The Bible is
a long story about the relationship of God and creation, how humans and their small 
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efforts create the catalyst for the change that God has in mind and that is still waiting to 
unfold. At the heart of this long biblical story is the truth that a human response of 
action, no matter how hopeless or inconsequential it may seem, is like a powerful prayer
that touches the heart of God. In response, God acts to save God’s creation. Go 
forward—move—take one step


