Finding Peace 

Christmas Eve 2011
Dear friends in Christ, 


This past week, something significant happened that went by relatively unnoticed by many.  Considering the human cost, the financial burden, and the length of time involved, it’s a bit surprising that there was not more fanfare.  Last Sunday, the last American troops left Iraq, and after nearly nine years, our military involvement has come to to an end.

As I reflect on this my thoughts are not on the politics of the withdrawal or whether or not entering Iraq was the right thing to do.  What I think about is peace.  I am grateful that at least as far as our troops are concerned, peace has come.  I am very much aware that for the Iraqis, peace has not yet fully arrived, and I pray that they may forge a lasting peace.  

More than any other time of the year, Christmas leads to thoughts of peace.  After all, Jesus is born as the Prince of Peace.  The scene of his birth is a peaceful one, the holy family in a stable in Bethlehem, surrounded by shepherds and animals.

 So we come tonight with hearts seeking a word of peace for our own lives and for our world .  We come looking to a manger, a baby, for that good news of great joy and peace that we all need. 


What I’d like to do tonight is share three simple thoughts on how we can experience peace in our own often anxious filled lives.  Jesus came to bring peace.  How can we know peace?  Where can we find it?

My first thought is to encourage you to look for signs of God’s peace in every day life.  At first glance, life doesn’t seem all that peaceful.    The headlines in the news are often violent ones.  They are frequently sickening.  But if you look beyond the headlines , you will see that the signs are there. 

The angel of the Lord said to the shepherds, “Be not afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of great joy which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. And this will be a sign for you: you will find a babe wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.”  The birth of that child was a sign of God’s love, mercy, and grace; a sign of God’s peace for all people.


The angel of the Lord said to the shepherds, “You will find a babe.”  “This will be a sign.”  I think God was not only speaking to the shepherds long ago, but to us today.  You will find the one who brings good news, peace, and great joy.

Where will you find him? You will find him in the common, everyday things of life.

God is at work, bringing peace.  A family waited anxiously in the hospital while an injured loved one hovered between life and death. The family’s pastor was there with them. One man in that family, who was always suspicious of religion, said to him, “Okay, pastor, tell me. How could God have allowed this to happen?  Where is your God at a time like this?” Just then a nurse, who had been lovingly caring for their family member, walked by.  The pastor pointed to her and said, “There goes God. God is here in the healing touch of that nurse.”


And he was right.   There are signs of God’s love and peace all around us.  You’re not too likely to see them in the headline news.  But you will find them in the kindness of others, in the generosity of friends, in the lives of fellow Christians, in the beauty of nature, and in the caring mission of the church.  One example you probably heard about this year has been people anonymously paying for Christmas gifts that others have put on layaway.  There is so much good that is being done.  When we stop to look, we can see God at work and find peace in knowing that God is active and working through the acts of kindness of so many people.

A second thought about finding peace in our anxious lives is to encourage you to listen and accept in your heart the promise of peace we have from God.  Trust that word.

The shepherds heard this wonderful anthem sung by a multitude of heavenly host, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth, peace among those whom he favors.”  The older translation  reads, “And on earth peace, goodwill among men.”  
The anthem they sang was a promise from God, a promise of peace. Glory to God, because he is sending his Son to bring peace.  Glory to God, because he is sending his son to embody peace.  Glory to God because he is sending his son to proclaim peace, and to offer peace.


In this Christmas season, will you hear the promise of peace for yourself?

We often miss this in the midst of all that’s going on.  We get so stressed about the shopping and the travel and the dinner guests and the presents and the meal, there simply is no peace.  But you’re here tonight.  You’ve made it to worship.  It may have been stressful getting here, but you made it.  Now’s your chance to relax and hear the word of peace for your life.  

A young lady was on her way to China where she would serve as a missionary, teaching in a Christian school. She had to travel by boat, and she found the voyage to be long and difficult. She had many concerns about this work and wondered how she would be able to survive there. She was growing very anxious, wondering if she made the right decision.  One night, she had a dream in which she was standing on a plank out in the ocean. In her dream, God told her to start walking toward China. She said she could not do it. She could not walk on water. But the voice insisted, so she stepped out to the end of the plank and another plank appeared. Each time she reached the end of one plank, another was there. When she woke up, she accepted this dream as a promise from God.  God would guide her.  God would be there with each step.  God would provide what she needed.  She was able to continue her journey and be at peace, because of that promise.

That promise has been given to us.  We may only be able to see a short distance ahead.  We may be afraid to walk forward.  But God will be there to lay down the next plank.  In that promise, we find peace. 

And then a final thought about peace.  To find peace in our lives, we need to go to that place where peace can be found.  When the angels went away, the shepherds said to each other, “Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made known to us.”  The shepherds knew they had to do something. The promised Christ child was born.  They had to go right away to the place where he was.


Are we willing to go to that place where this peace is to be found?  Many of us have gone to all kinds of other places in search for meaning and peace in our lives.  But we haven’t been able to find it.  The angels told the shepherds where to go, to the stable in Bethlehem.  Will we go to the place of God’s peace , to the manger in Bethlehem, and receive God’s peace by faith ?

A pastor tells this story that happened in her congregation.  She says, “We had an outdoor replica of the manger scene in Bethlehem at a church I once served. One Christmas Eve, we were going to leave our service in the sanctuary and go out to the manger where the holy family and some unholy looking shepherds waited on us. The notice in our bulletin was supposed to say, “Recessional to The Manger.” What it actually said was, “Recessional to The Manager.” At first I was irritated by the mistake.  But then I thought that was a wonderful error, and one that told it the way it should be.  You need to let God be the one who manages your life. That is the only way to true peace in your heart.”

Tonight we have the chance to give our lives over to God and find peace. It’s our chance to make God our manager.  Because we’re human, we know that life will not always be peaceful.  But on this night and for this moment, we have the opportunity to pick up and embrace the baby as our own.  One writer put it this way.  “Our son and his wife have a two year old boy. One night they asked their nephew if he could come and babysit the child , so the parents could go out. The nephew had the phone number of his grandmother so he could call her if he needed to do so. Things went fine, but after a while he called his grandma and said, “I have done everything on the list, everything I am supposed to do, but he won’t go to bed.  I changed him, put pajamas on him, gave him his milk, and now he’s just standing in the middle of the floor, looking up at me.  What should I do next?” His grandmother laughed and said, “Tad, pick him up.  Hold him.  Embrace him.  Then lay down for bed.”


And that’s really the message of Christmas and the way to peace.  Do not just look at the baby Jesus in the manger and think how nice. Rather, pick him up. Hold him. Make him your own by faith.  Then you’ll know true peace in your life.

Christmas Eve is the night of peace.  More than any other night, our thoughts turn to peace.  At some level, we all come longing for peace.  Remember that peace is already here.  Look for the signs of God’s peace and presence, for they are all around us.  Remember to listen and to hear the promise of God’s peace given in Jesus.  The angel’s message “Glory to God in the highest, and peace, goodwill to all,” is still being sung.  And remember to lift up and hold the savior.  By faith, embrace this promise of good news.  Make him your manager.  For it is in him we find peace, to forever guide us through the challenges of life we face.  Amen.  
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