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A SEASON OF EXPECTED SURPRISES

Surprising Peace
Micah 5:2-5a; Luke 1:39-56

I doubt there is anyone who here who does not look forward to watching
“A Charlie Brown Christmas” at least once during the Christmas season.  True
to Charles Schultz’ talent and character, it is a funny, endearing, and
instructive story about the true meaning of Christmas.  Charlie Brown and his
friends (and I count us among them) discover that as much as we love the
beautifully decorated trees, the presents waiting to be unwrapped, and even
the magnificent music of the season, the true gift of Christmas is far simpler.

For me it all comes together when Charlie Brown, after being ridiculed
for his choice of the sad-looking sapling for a Christmas tree for their pageant,
screams into the night, “Can anyone tell me the true meaning of Christmas?”
Linus quietly takes his blanket center stage and recites the Christmas story
from Luke 2.  The house lights dim, the spotlight finds Linus, and he begins.
In the sincere and confident voice of a child, Linus reminds us all of how and
why Jesus was born.  When he tells us that an angel appears to shepherds
out in the field and brings “good news of a great joy for all people,” we can
see the scene.  And when he tells us that an angel choir suddenly appears
and rejoices, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will to all
people,” we can believe it.  That is why our dear friend Barbara Biggs
suggested many years ago that we have a young person read the Christmas
story on Christmas Eve.  Children often help us to believe.

Peace.  It is promised throughout scripture.  Micah prophesied that the
One who would rise up to rule Israel would be “one of peace” (Micah 5:5a).
Isaiah refers to the Messiah as the “Prince of Peace” and promises a time
when war will cease and wolves, lambs, leopards, goats, lions, and calves will
recline together, all led by a child.  Quaker preacher Edward Hicks captured
the spirit of the prophesy in his 19th century painting, “The Peaceable
Kingdom.”  Jesus himself promised his followers, “Peace I leave with you; my
peace I give to you” (John 14:27a).

I guess I have been preaching about peace for over twenty-five years
now.  Even in the bleakest times of war, I have tried to hold peace up as a gift
from God that will be given.  I have offered it as not only as a possibility but
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a probability.  I have insisted that the Prince of Peace will eventually win out
and the world–the entire world–will be at peace.  Every ounce of my being
wants to believe that it will happen.

Don’t you?  Most of you sat in this sanctuary last Sunday evening.  As
the lights dimmed and the glow of candles illumined our faces, we sang,
“Silent night, Holy night, all is calm, all is bright round yon virgin, mother and
child, holy infant so tender and mild, sleep in heavenly peace, sleep in
heavenly peace.”  Didn’t you believe that peace was possible?  Could you
imagine at that moment that anything but peace could reign over the earth?

I am beginning to wonder, however, if that particular promise will ever
come to pass.  For thousands of years now, God’s people have been waiting
for peace to arrive.  You and I have prayed too many times for war to be
averted only to watch in horror as bombs flew and people died.  We have
prayed for reconciliation between couples, within families, and among
embittered groups and still witnessed fractured relationships, broken families,
and shattered organizations.  I have begun to feel like one of those clergy-
types of Jeremiah’s day whom God accused of saying, “‘Peace, peace,’ when
there is no peace” (Jeremiah 6:14).

We expect peace–especially at Christmastime.  We sign cards that offer
peace as a blessing.  We sing of peace and almost hear the whisper of angel
wings when we do.  We pray for peace because it is what we need.   We fight
for peace because that seems to be the only strategy we know.

Jesus seems to play both sides of the issue.  He urges us to turn the
other cheek, to be kind to one another, and to reconcile with our enemies.
Then he stuns us when he announces, “Do you think that I have come to
bring peace to the earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division! ” (Luke 12:51).
Even young Mary, soon to bring this child into the world, recognized that in his
struggle for justice, God is not always “peaceful” in his methodology.  She
sings her beautiful “Magnificat” and reminds us that God “scatters the proud
in the imagination of the hearts,” has “brought down the powerful from their
thrones,” lifted up the lowly, fed the hungry, and “sent the rich away empty.”
It does not sound like a peaceable kingdom, at least not in the process, does
it?  I suspect that God is far more of a realist than we are when it comes to
peace.  After all, God has been involved in the struggle for peace far longer
than anyone else.
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Still, I wonder why peace has not come to the earth as promised.  I
wonder why nations still war with one another, taking life and destroying
property in the pursuit of selfish interests.  In the Middle East, the birthplace
of Jesus, Jews and Arabs cannot even get along–and they are cousins,
offspring of Father Abraham.  I wonder why people cannot get along, why
disputes cannot be settled reasonably, why insults and injury have to be
answered violently.

It seems that we have programmed ourselves to believe that aggression
is the only answer to threat.  As Wayne LaPierre so clearly put it the other
day, "The only thing that can stop a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a
gun."  As long as we think in those terms, we are destined to live–and die– by
violence.

The quest for peace is often a struggle and can be violent, but the Jesus
who proclaimed that he came not to bring peace but to bring division is also
the one who with one hand took away Simon Peter’s sword in the Garden of
Gethsemane and with the other reattached the ear Peter had just cut off of
the servant boy of the high priest.  The same Jesus who condemned the
scribes and Pharisees every time they tried to trick him and turn the crowds
against him is the same Jesus who prayed from the cross, “Father, forgive
them for they know not what they do!”  I think that the quest for righteousness
and justice most often will involve conflict.  I also believe that Jesus came to
demonstrate a path to peace that is a less violent way to fulfill God’s promise.

Actually, I believe that God’s promise of peace has already been
fulfilled.  I believe Micah was right in saying that the one coming to rule the
people of God is a man of peace.  I think Isaiah was right when he announced
that God’s kingdom is characterized by peace.

Peace, however, is not merely the absence of conflict.  The Hebrew
word we translate as peace is shalom.  While I think that ultimately it does
point to the absence of conflict, its meaning is much deeper.  Shalom means
wholeness and completeness.  It is the sense of having and being all that we
need in the moment such that we do not need or desire what someone else
has.  It is the understanding that we are who God created us to be, that we
are living into the potential God has given us, and that there is no question
about God’s presence with us.  Peace is what Mary felt when she praised
God for choosing her to bring the Messiah into the world–despite all of the
problems she faced.  Peace is what Charlie Brown and the rest of his friends
experienced when they recognized the true meaning of Christmas.



1“McDonnell Parents Live Through Grace,” Anderson Cooper 360<, CNN (December 18, 2012);
available online at: http://ac360.blogs.cnn.com/2012/12/18/tonight-on-ac360-remembering-7-year-old-
grace-mcdonnell/?hpt=ac_t4.
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I witnessed an example of this peace a few nights ago while watching
CNN’s Anderson Cooper interview the parents of one of the children who died
at Sandy Hook Elementary School just over a week ago.1  Perhaps you saw
it as well.  The little girl’s name was Grace McDonnell.  Barely seven years
old, she was one of those bright spirits who apparently brought joy wherever
she went.

I was amazed at how upbeat and positive her parents were as they
talked about their daughter whose life had been snatched away from them.
Thinking that I would not be able to talk to anyone if I were in their situation,
I began to understand their mood when they described their daughter.  Grace
loved to draw and enjoyed bright and bold colors.  For her birthday just a
month ago, she asked for “a purple cake with a turquoise peace sign and
polka dots.”  That is what she got.  She drew and painted bold, bright pictures
of animals and landscapes and people.  Apparently she lived boldly and
brightly as well.  She was one of those children who loved school and could
not wait to get on the bus to begin the adventures of the day.  She enjoyed
time at the beach and liked being with her older brother and her parents!  How
tragic that none of the rest of us will have the chance to get to experience her
glowing personality!

When asked about feelings of hatred or vengeance over what had
happened to their daughter and the other twenty-five people who were killed
at the school, Lynn McDonnell told Anderson Cooper, "She was all about
peace and gentleness and kindness.  Grace didn't have an ounce of hate in
her, and so we have to live through Grace and realize that hate is not how our
family is."  “She taught us you have to live for the future, happiness and
peace,” said Grace’s father, Chris, and “not to divert your energy to hate and
anger.”

That is why, when the family went to the funeral home to say their
goodbyes to their daughter, they took along markers of every color.  The plain
white casket was not at all like anything Grace would choose, so they drew
“cupcakes, ice creams cones, lighthouses and seagulls–all things Grace
loved–on her tiny white casket.”  They covered it entirely.  When they left an
hour later, their burden was lifted.  Still heartbroken and hurting deeply, they
nonetheless felt at peace.  They had experienced the gift of shalom in the
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midst of the worst experience most of us could imagine.  God led them to the
gift of peace through their little child Grace.

Grace’s mother pointed out that Grace loved to draw the peace sign.
She remembered how every morning as she dried Grace’s hair, Grace would
write a message in the steam on the bathroom window.   The day after
Grace’s death, her mother was in the bathroom and could see the message
Grace had drawn the day before.  At the top of the pane were the words
“Grace and Mommy.  Below was a peace sign and surrounding it all was a
heart traced by the finger of Grace.

I expect that one day there will be peace on the earth and a cessation
of conflict.  I believe that will come to pass.  For now, however, the shalom
which God offers us is as much an interior experience as it is an exterior
reality.  The peace of God which, as Paul reminds us, “surpasses all
understanding,” (Philippians 4:7) often comes to us in surprising ways.  Even
in the midst of horrendous experiences like the death of a child, the loss of a
relationship, or war between nations, God’s peace slips in as quietly as the
squeaking of a child’s finger on a foggy window pane.  And after all, is not
peace always wrapped in love, namely the love of God who came to earth as
a baby that he might grow up to be the Savior of the world?

True peace is discovering wholeness and completeness in the midst of
whatever chaos is happening around us and to us.  True peace is discovering
that we are not alone but that God is with us.  True peace is a gift of grace
from God–and is always wrapped in love.  Shalom!



December 23, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God who is the giver of every good and perfect gift, we have spent
these last weeks preparing to receive the most precious gift of your Son.  We
have adorned this beautiful place of worship and have lifted our hymns of
praise.  We have prepared, we have prayed, and we have waited.  Our prayer
this day, O Lord, is that our hearts might truly be ready for the arrival of this
baby in a manger whose coming changes us and changes our world.

We confess, O God, that even as we have anticipated the coming of the
Christ child, we have often busied ourselves with more trivial things.  Refocus
our vision that our eyes might we fixed upon you and forgive our inattention
and complacency.  Guide our hearts and minds to a more complete
understanding of you through the birth which we have anticipated and
prepared for in these days.

And during this season, O God, we are especially grateful for the
abundance of your blessings.  For times of fellowship with family and friends,
for cherished traditions and memories of our celebrations in years past, for
the delight and laughter of children, for the abundance of our material
blessings, and for every good gift you give to us, we offer our thanks and
praise.  Even as we give thanks, Merciful God, we pray that you would help
us not to become too comfortable or too preoccupied with our own
relationships and possessions that we fail to see the need all around us. We
ask for your mercy on those who are not able to celebrate during this season.
We pray for healing for those who are sick.  We pray for comfort for those
who mourn.  We pray for peace for those whose burdens seem too much for
them to bear.  In a world that believes only what it can see and touch right
now, in faith, we have lit a candle called hope.  In a world where people
search for more and bigger ways to hate, in faith, we have lit a candle called
love.  In a world where circumstances beyond our control cultivate fear and
despair, in faith, we have lit a candle called joy.  In a world filled with tension
and prejudice and misunderstanding, in faith, we have lit a candle called
peace.  We light these candles, not as a childish wish, but because of our
child-like faith, believing that Christ who comes in this joyous season is also
with us in our struggles and that through him we have the promise of
abundant life, both now and for eternity.  Hear our prayers, O God, and grant
us love, joy and peace for this day and hope for all our days to come, through
Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


