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Present moment: "Peace, be still" in the midst of the fires 
Sermon for Sunday, August 23, 2020 (12th Sunday After Pentecost, Proper 16A, Track 2) 

Mtr. Tracy J. Wells Miller, Rector 

 

"What does the Holy Spirit want the people of God to hear from these texts 

on this occasion?" 

 

That is the question for every preacher: "What does the Holy Spirit want the 

people of God to hear from these texts on this occasion?" 

 

As Ecclesiastes reminds us, "to everything there is a season." There is a 

season and a time for long, wordy sermons, and there is a season and a time 

for quiet and reflection and centering and reconnecting with the source of 

our being – and today, I believe, is one of those times. 

 

As I look at these texts for today and think about, "what does the Holy Spirit 

want the people of God to hear from these texts on this occasion?" I'm 

drawn to the passages from the Hebrew scriptures.  

 

From Isaiah – reminding  us that the Lord will comfort the people of God, 

that he will comfort all her ruins. "The coastlands are hoping for God," as 

we are this weekend as the fires rage. "The heavens will disappear like 

smoke" – we may wish the smoke would disappear! – and "the earth will 

wear out like clothing, its inhabitants will die like gnats, but God's salvation 

will endure forever. God's righteousness will be unbroken."  

 

And the psalm reminds us, "When we walk in the midst of trouble, God 

keeps us safe. God's love endures forever." "Do not abandon the works of 

your hands, O God, we pray," in the midst of this natural disaster that affects 

all of us in Santa Cruz.  

 

And so, today I have a couple things I'm going to offer to you during this 

time. One is a meditation that comes from the silent retreat that I did about a 

month ago, and the other is a piece of music, a song that we have used in 

some of our Taize worship.  
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The meditation is about helping us to stay in the present moment.  

 

I don't know about you, but I've spent the last several days very much not 

being in the present moment, but wondering what's coming next, looking 

toward the future, checking the Twitter feeds constantly and the news, to 

see, "How close is the fire? How contained is it? Who's had to evacuate, who 

hasn't," and I've forgotten to take a breath and just remember to be in this 

moment, and that the present moment is really all that we have, as all of the 

world's great religious traditions remind us.  

 

This particular meditation comes from Thich Naht Hahn, who is a Buddhist 

monk, and has done a lot of dialogue with Christians on contemplative 

practices. There's a couple ways you can do this meditation. We're going to 

have five minutes to sit in silence, and this meditation is intended to help 

keep you in the present moment by when you breathe in, you say to yourself 

in your mind, "Present moment," and when you breathe out, there's a couple 

of different choices you can say.  

 

You can say, "only moment" – the present moment is the only moment that 

we have – "Present moment, only moment."  

 

Or, the one that was used in our silent retreat is "Present moment," and on 

the out-breath, "wonderful moment" – which encourages you to be, you 

know, thankful in the present, for this wonderful moment.  

 

And then as I was doing the meditation on the retreat myself, it came to me: 

"Present moment, holy moment" on the out-breath. The "holy moment" 

helped me because sometimes when it might not feel like a wonderful 

moment, we realize that it is still a holy moment, that all of our moments are 

holy moments in the present.  

 

So, we'll have five minutes silence. I encourage you to use whichever of one 

of those feels right to you and is most helpful to you, and just, as you breathe 

in, "Present moment," and as you breathe out, "Only moment," "wonderful 

moment," or "holy moment." I'll put that up on the screen, so you'll have 

those words in front of you. 

 

And then, when the five minutes are over, I won't ring the bell, I'll just start 

the piece of music, which is a piece by Stephen Iverson called "Peace Be 

Still."  
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It comes from the Gospel reading from a few weeks ago where the storm is 

raging and the disciples are in the boat and Jesus comes to them and he says, 

"Peace, be still," and the waters stop raging and there's a peace that comes 

over the wind and they say, "Who is this, that even the winds and the 

weather obey him?"  

 

And so this piece of music just says very simply, "Peace be still, peace be 

still, the storm rages, peace be still." And it just repeats over and over.  

 

I told Andy, when I asked him to record this for me yesterday at the last 

minute, which he graciously did, that he should feel to take liberty and 

change the word to "fire" if he wanted to. So a few times throughout there, 

you'll hear "the storm rages, the fire rages, peace be still," and that'll go back 

and forth as we're singing. So that'll come right after the silent meditation.  

 

And then after we sing that together, I will read the prayer that Bishop 

Lucinda sent out earlier this week, a prayer for those affected by the fires. 

 


