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'Acquire a peaceful spirit and thousands around you will be saved.' This proclamation by Saint
Seraphim could well be the guiding principle of this bold collection of ten essays brought together
by the Spirit of Humanity Forum in their flagship publication. At the core of this volume is the
exploration of peace as an existing reality which can guide groups and individuals to live in a
peaceful way. The contributors to this book approach this topic from their own experiences in
both the academy and the field looking at ideas, actions and narratives that may promote a
culture of peace in our personal lives, in our local communities and in the world at large. Despite
each author looking at the ideas of peace and peacefulness from their differing positions it
becomes clear, as each account unfolds, that there are common points of vision as to how to
respond to the conflicts, both actual and potential, that seem to be abounding all around us.
Foundational to this vision is the acknowledgement that peace can only arise when we position
ourselves in a harmonious relationship with the natural world and to do this we must try to see
nature for what it truly is. Rather than keeping with the modern assumption of nature as a state
of war of all against all, Joseph Milne argues in his challenging contribution that we are called to
develop a renewed vision in which every part of nature is, at its core, striving to work for the good
of the whole. He reminds us that there is an ordered pattern in nature and that in bearing witness
to the harmony inherent in the cosmos we may kindle our own natural inclination to seek wisdom
and live justly in society. A vision of nature as source of nourishment and teacher is also developed
by Marianne Marstrand, who urges us to hear the cries of the earth and to attend to its 'dark
places'; places that call us to be living witnesses and which are 'dark' because of our continued
mistreatment of the land. Only when we feel what is happening in the heart of nature will we be
able to respond in a manner that can heal and restore both ourselves and the land that sustains
us.
Scherto Gill, one of the co-editors of the volume, in her essay entitled 'Understanding Community
as Communing' emphasises that peacefulness lies in understanding the relational nature of our
being. She reminds us that we are not humans isolated in the world but are always already
situated in relationships with other beings; to fully embody our humanity, therefore, is not only
to know you are a human being but to understand that you are a human being-with. Gill proceeds
to illustrate important features of how we may commune with others in a way that promotes the
flourishing of a whole community. Amongst these are the significance of dialogue in which each
party truly attempts to listen to the voice of the person with whom they are speaking; maintaining
awareness of the quality of our own intentions when in conversation; and offering a presence
which makes ourselves available to the hopes of those who may be in need.

While the task of being in a right relationship with other people and with the world is a theme
developed through the course of the book, co-editor David Cadman focuses on how we might
maintain a right relationship with ourselves in a world of constant chatter, newsfeeds and social
media. He suggests that two ways of helping find peace in ourselves are the paths of stillness and
silence. Rather than merely passive states, as they are often understood to be, Cadman portrays
silence and stillness as receptive stances that hold a deep power from which we can hear what it
is that we need to hear. Maureen Goodman, in her work with the Brahma Kumaris, suggests a
practical approach which has enabled her to break the habits that can predispose us to a nearpermanent state of distraction: the communal practice of disconnecting from whatever task may
be at hand for a minute every hour and reconnecting with the inner source of peace which is
present within us all. These daily practices of inner silence have the capacity to transform us and
in turn transform how we interact with the world.
The chapter by Four Arrows begins with the assertion that Indigenous cosmologies, although
varying from culture to culture, are generally based on the belief that there is a spiritual force in
the universe that permeates all that exists. Each person's mission, then, is to live in harmony with
how this force expresses itself in the visible and invisible energies that dwell in a particular place.
Indeed, the sense that peace is to be found in an orientation to the world anchored in a spiritual
or divine reality underlies almost all the contributions offered. This is most strikingly put by
Scherto Gill who states that 'our being consists in not only the fellowship of men and of women,
but also the communing with, or being-with the ultimate or divine Other' and that 'we only exist
in relation to the divine "Thou"’. This relationship does not mean that we transcend experience
but rather that we have an experience of the transcendent. A true community will necessarily
also require a transcendent principle that holds each person accountable to something beyond
themselves.
A prevailing theme in this collection is an insistence that a person's internal state will reflect and
impact the condition of the external environment, and that the latter will in turn influence one's
inner state of being. This is most memorably articulated by Joseph Milne who speaks of the
citizen, the city and the cosmos always already in a combination of correspondences seeking a
threefold harmony.
Bringing a more systematic approach to thinking about peace, and international peace-keeping,
Steve Killelea offers a way of seeing peace not as an absence of war, as it is so easily conceived,
but as an active process in its own right. He illustrates how health in the body is not just the
absence of disease but the continual activity of physiological processes all working as one system
towards a common goal. Likewise, peace in a society can be seen as a whole set of complementary
components, each working together. Identifying these components such as the free flow of
information and low levels of corruption, and monitoring them, may enable a planned and careful
way to allow peace to flourish. The need to restructure systems and institutions is a theme also
recognised by Stewart Wallis who offers pragmatic suggestions on how to move from our current
value-free financial system to a values-based economics. Similarly, Mark Milton and Vicki McCoy
draw from their own experiences of teaching to explore key steps to transform education into a

practice which fosters self-knowledge, self-esteem and self-responsibility in student and educator
alike.
Despite peace being the focus of this volume, the authors at no point lose sight of the urgent
need to address the conflicts that are currently present in the world. In his opening essay, David
Cadman writes 'the recognition of antagonism and paradox as part of Nature's way may be a
useful and helpful insight, preventing us from falling into unrealistic sentimentality'; and he calls
for a sense of wholeness that includes differentiation. This is also clearly pointed out by Garrett
Thomson, who opens his chapter stating 'a theory [of peaceful relations] will include the core idea
that peacefulness is a feature of conflict. People have different interests and understandings and,
ineluctably, this means conflict... we cannot be in a peaceful relation until we are in conflictual
relations'. For him, the nature of peacefulness, as a quality of relations, mutes conflicts that would
otherwise undermine wellbeing or flourishing. Here the relationship between war and peace is
reminiscent of recent thought about the relationship between nature and grace (as articulated,
for example, by Henri de Lubac). Peace is not separate from war as grace is not separate from
nature. Rather peace is always quietly present, guiding and transforming societies in conflict in
the manner that grace is always ready to perfect and harmonize the conflict inherent in life on
earth. The pairing of grace and peace as the opening greetings of the majority of New Testament
epistles asks further questions as to how these two ideas may be related.
What potentially sets this volume apart from other studies in this field can be put down to a set
of principles which all the contributors appear to share. Firstly, the insistence that the human
being by nature is an inherently peace-seeking and peaceful creature. Secondly, that nature itself
works as a harmonious whole and is itself ever moving towards peaceful ends. Finally, that being
at peace is fundamentally grounded in an acknowledgement of a spiritual or divine dimension
that shines through nature itself. Although there are moments in the collection which explore
ideas that may seem overfamiliar to readers of TAR, the essays by Joseph Milne and Scherto Gill
stand out as being particularly rich and fruitful. Both authors do not hesitate to draw directly from
the stream of the philosophical tradition to remind us of the insights gleaned by thinkers from
Plato to Martin Buber.
In a world where it is assumed that man's life is 'nasty, brutish and short', seeing humankind as a
fundamentally peaceful being may seem simply naive. To suggest that nature itself may have a
purpose goes against many conventional scientific assumptions, and the notion of grounding
oneself in a spiritual or divine reality is often seen as based in either wish-fulfilment or a weakness
of the rational mind. Counteracting this narrative will take dedicated and thoughtful authorship,
and we can look forward to any further publications by the Spirit of Humanity Forum contributing
to this important task.
DANIEL SAMUEL

