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After leaving school at 16, Ffyona Campbell set off walking around the world. She crossed the 
United States, strode up from Cape Town through Africa, and continued north through Europe. 
When she described her motivation to the psychiatrist Anthony Clare, she talked of asking a group 
of French children, ‘Have you ever taken the long route home from school one day because you 
were cross? Well,’ she said, ‘I was very, very cross.’  

 

It transpired that her military father had moved house 24 times during her childhood, meaning she 
attended 15 schools. Mobility was in her DNA – but so, also, it emerged, was resentment. In the 
climax of her BBC interview she described how at the end of her epic walk she marched up from 
John O’Groats to a hill near Bodmin and, in a scene that for me had all the echoes of Dr 
Frankenstein finally coming face to face with the monster, sat down with her Royal Marine father. 
After a silence that stretched the limits of what radio can convey, she said, tearfully, ‘He gave me his 
green beret.’ Dr Clare gently yet respectfully pointed out this didn’t seem to have given her closure.  
‘But you see,’ she said, ‘I didn’t deserve it.’  

 

I wonder whether you know what it feels like to find peace so elusive. To hear Ffyona Campbell’s 
story is like watching a decade-long civil war unfold in someone’s soul and family. Can you imagine 
walking 20,000 miles in 11 years and, at the end, being as unreconciled with yourself and your 
father as when you started? Maybe you can. It’s sometimes been said that peace and joy are the 
same thing in different modes: peace is joy taken over a long, sober, gentle stretch; joy is peace in 
an effervescent, galvanising moment – dancing, laughing, exalting. Where are that peace and joy to 
be found? 

 

That’s the question that Paul’s addressing in the fifth chapter of his letter to the Romans. There’s a 
tendency for some parts of the church to neglect Romans. It’s taken to be full of complicated 
explanations of how Christ’s death was necessary and how the Jews still fit in God’s purposes, and it 
starts by seeming to make a critical remark about gay sex, so in general most of the church tends to 
set it aside and leave it to the evangelicals. But that’s to miss out on a precious gift God is giving the 
church in this and every age, a gift that points the way to peace. I want to look with you at the first 
eight verses of Romans 5 to discover the peace and joy for which we all long. 

 

Ffyona Campbell’s story shows us the three things peace is not. Peace is not an achievement. 
Walking 20,000 miles is an amazing feat but peace does not simply follow from it, like a row of 
potatoes after an afternoon of digging and months of watering. Likewise again peace is not a 
reward. The way the story ends, you expect Ffyona and her father somehow to be reconciled and all 
to be happy, like a prodigal son and his father or perhaps brother, all reunited at the banquet. But it 
doesn’t work out like that. You can’t snatch peace against the odds like a wily and nimble child in a 
game of Capture the Flag, nor can you be handed peace like a medal after finally crossing the 
marathon finish line. Nor again is peace an entitlement. Ffyona’s family clearly had class, money, 
status and talent, but those things didn’t entitle her to peace – quite the contrary, as it turned out; 
they just exacerbated the turmoil.  

 

Paul is clear that peace only comes through the self-knowledge that our desire for achievement, 
reward or entitlement can’t get us what we crave. Peace is none of these things. Instead, peace is a 
gift. It is pure gift. There’s nothing we can do to deserve or earn or claim or qualify for it. Peace 
comes in the form of our crucified saviour. That’s to say, peace is about our reconciliation with God. 
It is something that comes about because God takes the initiative and makes it possible. And it 



comes at great cost. In other words, the achievement, reward and entitlement is all God’s and not in 
the slightest ours.  

 

But you get the impression Paul’s heard that talk at the youth group about how Jesus changes 
everything and he has the same tendency a lot of Christians have to glaze over when either Christ in 
general or the cross in particular are offered rather casually as the answer to every one of life’s 
questions. So he breaks things down a little more helpfully and explains what that means in three 
very familiar words.  

 

The first word is faith – there it is in verse one: ‘justified by faith.’ Faith means accepting that God 
in Christ has done the work of reconciliation and there’s nothing we can do to deserve, earn, claim 
or qualify for it, nor even thwart it. Just as we did nothing to bring ourselves into the world, there’s 
nothing we can do to bring ourselves into the new world, God’s kingdom. That may make us feel 
powerless but powerlessness in the face of grace translates as gratitude. Faith is a mixture of trust 
and gratitude.  

 

The second word is hope – there it is in verse 2: ‘our hope of sharing the glory of God.’ Hope means 
two things. It means that death is not the end, sin does not ruin us or God’s purpose, failure is not 
the last word. But it also means that eternal life is about sharing – participating with God and one 
another and the restored creation in an experience Paul calls glory. Being with God won’t be about 
fear or shame or loss or humiliation but about glory, and life eternal won’t be about isolation or 
survival but about sharing and enjoying ultimate wonder together.  

 

The third word is love – there it is in verse 5, ‘God's love has been poured into our hearts through 
the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.’ Now Paul’s notion of love is rather different from ours. 
We have an ideal of love as kindness, generosity, compassion, and trust, and maybe also electric 
attraction and passionate desire. But the love Paul’s talking about isn’t our love; it’s God’s love. And 
the point about God’s love is that it’s about grace – in other words it’s a love that keeps on pumping 
out whether we appreciate, honour, and reciprocate it or not.  

 

So these are the characteristics of God’s peace. It’s a soul full of trust and gratitude, a spirit inspired 
by the anticipation of shared glory, and a heart overflowing with a love that goes beyond what we 
can express. But Paul doesn’t just describe what peace feels like. He goes on to suggest what 
difference that peace makes to our actions and demeanour.  

 

People of peace stand. Paul refers in verse 2 to ‘this grace in which we stand.’ I once worked in an 
institution where the cleaner was the best-known and most authoritative person in the building. He 
did his job to perfection, had it almost finished by the time the first employee arrived in the 
morning, and welcomed dignitaries at the door as if he were the boss. He never stooped, avoided 
eye contact, mumbled or shuffled. He stood tall, chest out, full of dignity. And everyone respected 
him. When Paul says peace makes us able to stand, I think of that cleaner. Even after 20,000 miles 
Ffyona Campbell couldn’t do that. That cleaner knew peace. 

 

People of peace endure. Paul is so confident about the quality of what God gives us that he says even 
suffering can be withstood and made part of the experience of peace. I remember a woman of 
advanced years I used to visit in my first parish. She would always say, ‘How’ve you been? All of a 
busy?’ That phrase ‘all of a busy’ always made me feel shame – that here was she, in pain, with no 
prospect of recovery, facing an inevitable decline into discomfort and death; and suddenly all of my 
running around and feeling important was exposed as an avoidance strategy from what she was 
looking at all the time. Yet she had a peace, a peace I hadn’t found, a peace the world cannot give. In 
her, suffering produced endurance, endurance produced character, and character produced hope. 
For her, and in Paul’s mind for all of us, suffering doesn’t contradict God’s peace, but instead 
provides a context for us to experience it. She knew peace. 

 

And people of peace surge with joy. Twice Paul uses the word ‘boast’: we boast in our hope and we 
boast in our sufferings. I recall 15 years ago I was at the lake, my daily walking spot. I was head 
down, listening to a friend who needed to talk. Suddenly I missed a pitter-patter, a wag, a breathy, 



furry companion. My dog. No sign of her – and for how long? Then I looked out into the lake and 
saw a bobbing golden head, pursuing a nonchalant but quickening duck. She was far away. She had 
never swum this far. How far could she go? Was she the best judge? My concentration wavered; my 
conversation partner noticed. Her tragedy seemed a little less significant than perhaps it should 
have. Unfolding at the limits of my sight was something truly remarkable. My dog had emerged 
from the water and was shaking herself down over a patient fisherman. My dog had swum across 
the whole lake. Hear this, unwary world: this dog is an astonishing dog. My heart burst with pride. 
This was truly sensational.  

 

I boasted. It felt like the most unambiguous boast of my life. I had done nothing to train, encourage 
or enhance such talent. It was just gift. However miserable my friend was, I couldn’t not share that 
glorious surge of joy. That’s what happens with the gift of peace. It issues in joy and you can’t not 
share it. That afternoon I knew joy and peace. 

 

Sometimes people sit alone in this church and when you ask them if they’re ok they say, ‘I just want 
a bit of peace.’ Paul tells us how to find a lot of peace. Have faith in the reconciliation only Christ 
can give. Cherish hope in the glory you will one day share with God. Receive love that only the Spirit 
can infuse. And then you can stand and not be ashamed, you can endure and find joy in even the 
worst suffering, you can be so filled with wonder at what God has done that you surge with an 
irresistible impulse to express it.  

 

Why do we come to church? To find that peace. Why do we read Romans? To find that peace. Why 
do we worship God in Christ? Because there, only there, do we find a peace that passes 
understanding, a peace people can walk 20,000 miles looking for; a peace the world cannot give. 

 

The peace of the Lord be always with you. 


