Preparation for Peace
Advent 2

Isaiah 11:1-10, Romans 15:4-13, Matthew 3:1-12, 

Dec. 5th, 2010

Dear friends in Christ, 


At no other time of the year does what is taking place in the secular culture and what is being proclaimed in the Christian church correspond with one another as they do right now.  The themes being played out in the secular culture and those being presented in the church are one in the same.  But the meaning of those themes is entirely different.  

Let me explain what I mean.  Ask anyone on the street what season this is and they will most likely reply, “the Christmas season.”  Ask them what they’re doing to get ready and they’ll probably say, shopping, baking, making travel plans, and other  preparations for the big day.  Ask them how they feel this time of year, and you’ll probably here, stressed out, or under pressure, or anxious about meeting the expectations of the season.   In the secular culture, there’s a lot of preparation taking place, but it’s not very relaxed or peaceful.  In fact, it’s quite the opposite, stressful and chaotic.

I need to tell you my one and only Black Friday story.  Four Christmases ago, back in MN.,  I left my house at 4AM to drive 30 minutes to Best Buy so I could be there when the doors opened at 5AM.   My goal was to get a new digital camera and camcorder to have for an upcoming trip to Tanzania in East Africa to visit our partner church in February.  


I couldn’t believe the scene when I got down there at 4:30AM.  Cars were everywhere.  The line to get in to the building wrapped all the way around the outside and well down the street.  I decided, since I was there, to get in line and hope to get in.  Well, the doors finally opened and I eventually entered the store.   It was a madhouse.  I could see that those door buster cameras were long gone by the time I got in.  I looked around a little bit, but decided I’d have a better chance at Circuit City.  I drove over there and it was hardly any better.  I did eventually find a camera and waited in line about an hour to pay for it.  There was no way I was going to be able to look at camcorders and make a decision about such an expensive purchase in all that chaos.  So, I drove home with a $100 camera in hand, vowing to never go through that again.  Those are the things we do as a culture to prepare for Christmas.

But the church’s message is really very different.  We don’t yet call this season Christmas, but rather Advent.  It’s also about preparation, but preparation for peace in our lives, not chaos.   

How do we do find such peace?  Well, I believe it begins in our own heart.  It begins with knowing we are at peace with God, the one who made us and loves us.

Today’s gospel points us in that direction. At first glance, the lesson certainly does not seem at all peaceful, and it seems very out of place.  It’s the story of John the Baptist appearing in the wilderness preparing the way for the coming of the adult Jesus.  In its context it has nothing to do with Christmas.  

But the church has seen in the words of John the way that leads us to be right with God and at peace within.  John is very direct with the people, telling them it is time to change their ways.  The word used is repent.  It is a time to change directions.  As one writer put it, it’s time to “turn in your old life, for the kingdom life.”

I like that.  Whatever has been keeping us apart from God, is turned in and finished.  It’s over.  It’s now replaced with something new.  It is replaced with faith in a loving God.  Advent is a time to do that again, for we do need to do it again, and again, and again,  knowing that God is there to welcome us back and receive us.  


John also says, “bear fruit.”  “Bear fruit worthy of repentance.”  In other words, show by the way you live your life that you have turned and you are following the savior.

How often I have heard people say that it is in giving of themselves and serving others that they have been blessed.  And what better time to renew that commitment to bear fruit and serve, than at Christmas.  This is a time to prepare for peace, beginning with ourselves, as we repent and receive the kingdom life, and as we bear fruit in what we do.  


Peace begins in our own heart, as we live in a right relationship with God and others.  But peace is also lived out in community, specifically in the church community.  We prepare for and pray for peace within the body of Christ this Advent season.


Paul writes about this peace and unity in the Romans lesson today.  He begins by providing a basic understanding of scripture and its purpose.  In verse 4 he writes, “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through the endurance taught in the scriptures and the encouragement they provide, we might have hope.”  Associate Professor Dirk Lange of Luther Seminary writes the following about this.   “This purpose is surprising in itself, given our present-day debates on the nature of Scripture! Paul doesn't write that it provides us with a moral code or a detailed recipe for a prosperous and good life. No, Scripture's primary goal is to create hope in us.”


Unfortunately, far too often, we have turned scripture into a weapon, one group hurling Bible verses at another , leading to division and discouragement, rather than hope.  We’ve seen it happen in our denomination in recent times.  We’ve seen it happen in many churches, causing much pain and grief.

Paul reminds us of the importance of peace within the body of Christ.   In verse 5 he writes, “may the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you the same attitude of mind toward each other that Christ Jesus had, so that with one mind and one voice you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”


And as we pray and work towards this unity within Christ’s body, the church, let us also be reminded that Christ entered the world in human flesh for all people.  All are welcome and invited into this body.  This coming, the advent of Christ, can never be claimed exclusively by one group. Rather, everyone is invited, those who are inside and those who are not.  Paul writes in verse 7, “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you.”  The NRSV translation says, “Welcome one another, as Christ has welcomed you.”  The peace and unity we long for in the church is not an end in itself.  It is so that we might be a witness, welcoming others so they may come in and know God’s love.

Advent preparation is about seeking peace in our hearts, peace and unity in the church, and, of course, peace in the world.  It’s in the first lesson that we read one of the most beautiful visions of peace ever written.  From a family tree once cut down and defeated, the family of Jesse, who was the father of David, from this family a new branch will grow.  This new leader will be filled with the Spirit of the Lord.  He will not rule by military might, but with justice and righteousness.  

In this new kingdom, there will no longer be predator and prey.  “The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat.”  Even more reckless, a little child will shepherd this new flock of wolves and lambs and lions and calves.  The infant plays near the cobra’s den, the young child puts a hand in the viper’s nest.  None does any harm.

This is the mountain of God's holiness. This is the promise, the glorious, abundant resting place where the root of Jesse stands. This is the vision of security. The shoot will grow tall and become a visible sign for the nations. Not a battle standard, but a standard of peace.


During Advent, our thoughts long for and hope for this kind of peace as well.  We know our world is fallen, and that such peace will find its final fulfillment only when Christ returns to restore creation.  But in this broken world, I see signs of hope.  I see signs that some of the traditional barriers of borders and culture and geography and race may be breaking down.  

Last summer our daughter was a participant in the Lutheran World Federation Assembly in Stuttgard, Germany.  She was a global studies major in college, so this was right up her alley.  As part of the event she was with 124 other young adults from some 45 nations throughout the world.  Over the course of their time together, she met and made many new friends.  Because of Facebook, she has been able to keep in contact with many of the people she met.  On her birthday she received greetings from people all over the world in many different languages.  It was amazing to see.  Next week she leaves to travel to Spain with a friend, whose sister is studying abroad this year.  As part of the trip they will be travelling throughout central Europe.  She’ll be gone almost 3 weeks, and for all but 6 days they’ll be staying with friends they have made in other countries.  As the world grows smaller, and as people across the globe get to know one another more personally, my hope is that the world will become a more peaceful and just place.  One would think it would almost have to happen.  For that I, at least, hope.  Perhaps we are beginning to see fulfilled Isaiah’s prophecy, “In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for all the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his resting place will be glorious.”

In the culture, and in the church, we both speak about preparation this time of year.  But we understand it very differently.  One is cultural preparation often filled with stress, anxiety, and worry.  But Advent preparation is about peace- peace in our hearts, in our church, and in our world.  As we live these busy days so often filled with pressure and stress, may we also hear the message of peace made possible with the Christ child’s birth.  Amen    
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