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“Peace for the World” 

Text: Malachi 3:1-4 and Luke 3:1-6 
 
Advent reminds us to be cautious about celebrating too soon.  When all around us seems as if 
Christmas has already arrived, we are reminded that this journey requires preparation and 
attention.  I want to begin this morning with a poem written by a great theologian, Howard 
Thurman.  The poem is entitled, “Christmas is Waiting to Be Born” and it goes like this: 
 
Where refuges seek deliverance that never comes. 
And the heart consumes itself, if it would live. 
Where little children age before their time, 
And life wears down the edges of the mind. 
Where the old man sits with mind grown cold, 
While bones and sinew, blood and cell go slowly to death. 
Where fear companions each day’s life, 
And perfect love seems delayed. 
Christmas is waiting to be born, 
In you, in me, in all humankind. 
 
Let us pray: Drain us now of distractions, O God, and free us from all that diverts our 
attention so that our senses can focus on the Christ child’s coming.  Show us again, in this 
most notable, yet humble of births, the mingling of divine and human that we call 
incarnation.  In the coming birth of your child and ours, teach us the dimensions of holy 
mystery, delivery us from preoccupation with trivial things, and focus our hearts with 
diligence on things eternal.  Amen. 
 
A friend was asked to be a guest preacher at a small downtown church one Advent Sunday.  
When it came time for the children’s moment, he invited the children to come to the front of the 
sanctuary.  About ten children came forward.  As he spoke, he noticed that one little girl had 
brought something with her.  She was holding it in such a way that it caught his attention and he 
thought it looked familiar.  He asked her, “Is that an Easter basket?”  With great excitement, the 
little girl named Jamel responded that it was.  She had brought an Easter basket to an Advent 
service expecting that her basket would be filled with good things. 
 
Have you come expecting something this morning?  What is it that you are expecting to find here 
today?  What is it that you are longing to receive?  Advent is a time of searching with empty 
baskets, with open arms, seeking to find the gifts that God provides for us. 
 
The irony is that the readings we often hear in Advent seem to offer gifts, but they may not be 
the gifts we would expect.  Consider the prophet Malachi, who told the people that God was 
coming to them.  “The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight---indeed he is coming.”  



That might sound favorable, but what follows is a bit suspect.  The prophet spoke of God coming 
like a refiner, like one who will place our lives in the crucible of the fire in order that it might be 
made pure once again.  That which has been tarnished and stained will be made clear. 
 
This doesn’t sound like good news.  We might know this work by other names.  It sounds like 
the criticism of someone who constantly points out your shortcomings.  It sounds like the critical 
eye that always finds fault with you.  It sounds like the judgment of a harsh taskmaster.  Is this 
what the prophet meant when he referred to God as coming like the refiner?  Is God coming to 
tell us all the places where we don’t measure up, all the mistakes we have made, all the faults in 
our lives.  I suspect that most of us have plenty of people who can fulfill that role already.   
 
No, I think the prophet is speaking of something much different.  God is not coming with the 
harsh judgment.  God’s purpose is to take the brokenness and restore it, to heal it, to make us 
whole once again. 
 
I recall a story about a man watching as silver was purified.  The silver was placed into the fire, 
removed and then returned again.  The refiner was working for just the right look.  Finally, the 
man asked the refiner how he knew when it was a clean as it could get.  The refiner said that he 
would repeatedly place the item into the hot fire until he could see his own reflection in it. 
 
That is what the prophet means when he says that God is coming like a refiner.  He is coming not 
to judge, but to restore our lives.  And how will he know when that task is complete?  When he 
can look into our lives and see the image of the one who created us.  God’s task is to restore the 
beauty and image within each of us.  We don’t need more criticism, more judgment, more 
brokenness.  God comes to those who are broken and offers a healing touch. 
 
Paula D’Arcy has written about a tragic accident that took the life of her husband and 21 month 
old daughter.  She alone survived the crash.  In the book, “A New Set of Eyes” she writes about 
the great disappointment that her father never came to the hospital to visit her.  She wanted him 
there in her time of need, but he never came.  Years would pass and neither of them talked about 
the incident or the disappointment 
 
Many years later, her father had several strokes and was not doing well.  Paula and her father 
were at the dinner table when he unexpectedly began to tell her about the important events in his 
life.  Paula listened intently and when he was done she asked, “What would you change about 
your life if you could?”  With tears in his eyes he said to his daughter, “I have to tell you about 
the day Sarah [Paula’s daughter] died.” 
 
It turned out that he had visited the hospital.  He looked at his infant granddaughter and said to 
the doctor, “She is going to die, isn’t she?”  The doctor nodded.  He left the hospital intending to 
go to the medical center where Paula had been taken, but he couldn’t stop crying.  He began to 
drive and drive, sobbing uncontrollably, getting lost along the way.  He drove for eight hours.  
Eventually, he found that he was in his own driveway.  He went into his home, washed his face, 
attended a meeting, and never told anyone about the pain he was experiencing within. 
 
The walking wounded.  The brokenness within.  A man grieving within because his son-in-law 
and granddaughter were killed in a car accident and he had no words to heal the hurt.  A daughter 



grieving because of the same deaths, but doubly so because her father was not there in her time 
of need.  For years they carried their brokenness silently within. 
 
Advent comes as a time to acknowledge that grief and brokenness, to bring it safely out into the 
open and receive the healing comfort of a loving God.  Think also of another prophet, Isaiah, 
who spoke words that ring like a beautiful love song.  God speaks to the brokenness saying, 
“Comfort, O comfort my people says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and cry to her that 
she has served her term….”  God does not come to heap more guilt or shame or blame upon our 
already burdened lives.  God has seen the tears and brings a comforting touch. 
 
When our daughter Rachel was in elementary school, her school did a typical Christmas 
performance.  There were six or seven bands, orchestras and choirs performing.  They did a 
variety of Christmas and holiday tunes and shared some great music.  The final choir sang a few 
traditional Christmas songs, but ended in a most unexpected and non-traditional way.  And years 
later I am still moved by their ending.. 
 
This choir of young kids concluded their set by singing a song made popular by Bill Withers.   
 
 Lean on me, when you’re not strong 
 And I’ll be your friend, I’ll help you carry on. 
 For, it won’t be long, til I’m gonna need, 
 Somebody to lean on. 
 
Advent is a time to acknowledge the brokenness, the sorrow, the disappointment not for the sake 
of opening old wounds.  But, for the promise that we might find a bit of comfort and healing and 
peace so that we can move forward in loving wholeness. 
 
That is the message of the final wilderness prophet, John the Baptist.  His message is about 
preparing our hearts for the one who is coming.  He says, “Prepare the way for the Lord, make 
his paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled and every mountain and hill shall be made low, 
and the crooked shall be made straight and the rough ways shall be made smooth, and all flesh 
shall see the salvation of God.”  John is naming the brokenness.  Those who have come out to 
the wilderness know about valleys.  They have experienced those deep places where there seems 
no exit.  No way to climb out, no way to escape.  It feels like a dark trap.  The prophet says that 
those valleys shall be filled so that we can walk away from them. 
 
Those who came to the wilderness knew about mountains and hills, those obstacles that you just 
cannot seem to get over.  They are daunting challenges.  They seem too big to climb, too large to 
walk around.  They stand between us and the life that we have chosen.  The prophet says that the 
hills and mountains shall be made low and we will walk right over them and just keep going. 
 
Those who came out to the wilderness knew about crooked ways.  The journeys that seem never 
to arrive, that feel like walking in circles, that feel like you have driven for eight hours in a fog of 
grief and got nowhere.  The prophet says those crooked ways will be straightened out and we 
will see a new destination, a new possibility. 
 



And rough places.  Those who ventured into the wilderness knew about rough places.  The 
bumpy roads of life that seem treacherous, unfriendly, unwelcoming.  We would like to complete 
the journey, but the route seems impossible.  John says the rough places will be smoothed out. 
 
Those who ventured into the wilderness understood the valleys and mountains, the crooked 
places and the rough places.  They had experienced this.  And so have we.  We may call these 
things by many different names, but they are all symbols of brokenness.  We have come to find a 
new route that enables us to move beyond these places.  That is what God offers to each of us in 
this season.  Comfort for the brokenness.  Peace for our lives and for the world. 
 
Around this time of year, people living in Lithuania have a tradition of cleaning their homes 
from top to bottom.  They remove all the bedsheets and wash them, sweep, mop, wax, wash and 
scrub everything to look nice.   
 
On Christmas Eve, all the family will gather around the holiday table.  The table will have a 
layer of hay all across it symbolizing the nativity where Jesus was born.  A white table cloth is 
placed over that and then fresh cuttings from fir branches.  The meal will be twelve courses, 
often with things like pickled herring, beet soup, porridge, breads and salad.  At some point in 
the meal they often remove a piece of straw from beneath the table cloth.  If it is a short straw, 
tradition says you will have a short life, a long straw symbolizes a long life.  A fat straw means 
wealth and happiness.   
 
In the center of the table is a special Christmas wafer called a plotkele.  This thin wafer is 
imprinted with an image of the holy family.  It mirrors the communion wafer they will receive at 
the midnight Christmas eve service.  I was able to find a Lithuanian bakery online here in the 
U.S. and we have some of the wafers here this morning.  We will have more available next 
Sunday at the nativity scene display in the Fellowship Hall.  I hope you will take a plotkele for 
your dinner table. 
 
The other interesting thing about the Lithuanian meal is that there is always one empty chair.  
They set a place for loved ones who have died recently.  It is a way of recognizing that their love 
lives on through each of those present.   
 
As we approach the celebration of Christmas, we come to that day seeking to be cleansed and 
renewed, coming with empty places in our lives, seeking God’s peace.  We come like a little girl 
named Jamel with an empty basket in the hopes that it will be filled with good things.  Let us 
open our hands, our hearts, our lives, to receive the goodness that God offers us.  And with hands 
filled with that goodness, let us share this with all those around us. 


