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Take my lips and speak through them; take our ears and hear through them; take our eyes and 

see through them; take our hearts and set them on fire with love for thee. May I speak in the 

name of the Living God. Amen 

During the first two weeks of January, I was blessed with the opportunity to travel to 

Indonesia with a group from the BU School of Theology to study trauma and interreligious 

healing with Jakarta Theological Seminary.  During our second week there, we travelled on an 

overnight flight to Ambon, an island in the Maluku (or Northeast region) of the country.  In 1999, 

political disputes and fighting between Muslims and Christians in Ambon broke out.  These riots 

killed hundreds and destroyed much of the land.  The reason that we were visiting Ambon was 

because of the well known and effective peace building work that they have done since the riots. 

  

From the moment our group arrived at the airport, we could feel the culture of hospitality 

as students from the local University met us with a huge banner and presented each of us with 

gifts. When they took us to the University, we were greeted by music performances of singing 

and dancing at the entrance of the school.   Words cannot fully elaborate the extravagance of this 

welcome. And perhaps our group’s communal lack of sleep from travelling overnight heightened 
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all of our senses as well.  The students and faculty sang and danced around us in local dress and 

ushered us into a performance hall where they then taught us the song, “pela e”.   

And that was just the start.  In our packed 3 days in Ambon, we must have experienced 

performances of this song (and many others) at least 10 times.  As we met with local groups, who 

shared how they were doing peace building, this concept of pela kept on coming up.  While each 

group described pela slightly differently, we learned that pela generally means the covenant of 

brotherhood, which serves to reach and connect with others across difference.  This song had 

deep significance because of its role in peace building.  After the violence was over, they could 

come together because of Pela.  Local elementary schools and universities were living into Pela 

through interreligious education, where Imams were teaching at Christian schools and priests 

were teaching and Muslim schools.  Children across religious boundaries spent time together, 

which was meaningful.   

However, every time we heard about Pela, whether it was through the performance of the 

song or in conversation with different groups, it felt like something was not being said.  When 

we met with the Maluku Ambassadors for Peace, I realized what that missing piece was.  They 

shared, “We have pela now so we have not dealt with the trauma of the riots.”  While pela was 

creating a sense of unity among people, the community felt very fragile because much of the 

pain and suffering had been pushed aside. 

 In today’s Gospel, we heard the beatitudes according to Matthew and the first line 

mentions the Kingdom of Heaven:  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of 

Heaven.”  We hear Kingdom language throughout the gospels, often through Jesus’ words. 
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 Through parables, we hear what the Kingdom is like and we also hear that the Kingdom is 

among us.  We hear so much about the Kingdom and that it is near, yet Jesus’ descriptions still 

leave mystery about what the Kingdom really is.  And that poses the question of whether the 

Kingdom is an abstract ideal that feels out of reach or whether the Kingdom is in fact something 

we can embody through our life in the world.  My understanding of the Kingdom is a place 

where all of us creatures flourish through finding and holding the sacred that is all around us.   

While we may have experienced glimpses of the Kingdom through shared meals, 

celebrations, conversations, and more, like Pela, there is a dark underside.  The reality is at that 

same moment we might experience the Kingdom, people around us are scared, hungry, and 

persecuted.  Those glimpses of the Kingdom give us hope; yet can also create a sense of 

complacency- that we have it figured out, so there’s no need to keep striving. 

The passage from the prophetMicah reminds us how easily we can forget and be 

misguided about how we respond to and serve God.  God has played the role of liberator, savior, 

and provider for the people of Israel and their response is to ask God about the appropriate 

offering: calves or rams or oil?  We then learn that God requires much more than the offering of 

goods when God stops them and asks: “What does the Lord require you but to do justice, and to 

love Kindness, and to walk Humbly with your God?” 

 Biblical Scholar, Sophia Bientenhard says that humbly might not be the best wording to 

get across the message here and perhaps better phrasing might be: “walk carefully or 

intentionally with your God.”     1

	Bientenhard,	Sophia.	“Micah:	Call	for	Justice-	Hope	for	All.”	Feminist	Biblical	Interpretation,	429-430.	1
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Jesus calls us into the same place as he sits with his disciples and shares his blessings. 

 And his first blessing is to those whose spiritual vessels are depleted.  In many conversations 

with friends and family lately, this spiritual poverty is apparent.  Some in helping professions 

might call it burnout, and others describe it as heaviness.  This is why our intentional and careful 

walk with God becomes even more important. 

One of my favorite reasons to worship in St. Paul’s Cathedral in downtown Boston is 

because it is located right above the green, orange, and red line trains.  Not only is it convenient, 

but when sitting in prayer, you can feel the rumble of the trains beneath your feet.  The ground is 

shaking, yet people are praying together.  The ground is shaking while we listen and hold the 

space for the spirit to renew us. The ground is shaking and we’re here breathing, breathing 

together in this place so we can leave these doors and continue to breathe and share that spirit 

with those who are depleted while the ground continues to shake beneath our feet. 

While Pela is not the perfect tool to remedy the trauma that occurred in Ambon, there is 

real beauty in the sharing of this pela through action and through the spiritually renewing 

practice of communal music. I invite you to reflect upon the ways in which you can renew your 

intentional walk with God towards the Kingdom to not only restore your spirit, but also to pause 

and hold space in your lives for those around you who desperately need to be seen and right now. 

 I’d like to close with Pope Francis’ recent Beatitudes for Saints for a New Age.  As you listen, I 

welcome you to hold both those you know well and those who you would consider strangers in 

your heart. 
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"Blessed are those who remain faithful while enduring evils inflicted on them by others and 

forgive them from their heart." 

"Blessed are those who look into the eyes of the abandoned and marginalized and show them 

their closeness." 

"Blessed are those who see God in every person and strive to make others also discover him." 

"Blessed are those who protect and care for our common home." 

"Blessed are those who renounce their own comfort in order to help others." 

"Blessed are those who pray and work for full communion between Christians." 

Amen. 

� 	5


