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 What do you do when you lose “Hope”?  That’s exactly what happened to 

us here at church last Sunday morning.  As Mare and I were finishing off the 
Advent wreath, she was putting the small banners with the words: “Peace, 

Love, Joy, and Hope” on it, only to discover that there was no “Hope” banner.  
A search for Hope ensued with others joining in, but sadly, our search ended 

with no “Hope” to be found.   

 Happily, this morning, we have “Peace” which is something, like “Hope” 
we all desperately want in our lives, for our families, in our world.  Our prayer 

is to live together in peace and harmony.   

 We may not be a heavenly chorus from on high, but it seems wishing 
someone, even a stranger you pass on the street, a “Happy Holiday” or a 

“Merry Christmas” might be a way saying “peace on earth, goodwill to you and 

yours.”   

 That sense of peace is why some tell me they attend church during 

Christmas.  Seeing the church decorated, listening to the beautiful holiday 
music, sing carols, hearing the story of Jesus’ birth, lighting a candle, and 

singing “Silent Night” brings them a sense of peace and makes them feel 

hopeful, if only for a moment.  

 Peace is what we all hope and long for in our lives, for our families and in 

our world. 

 Sadly, while we all hope for peace in our lives, it is not the reality of the 
world we live in today.  Nor was it the reality of the people who lived during 

Jesus’ day.   

 During Jesus time, the people lived under the oppressive regime of the 
Roman Empire who used their military might and the threat of violence, torture 

and death to maintain control of the people.  The Jewish leaders, both religious 
and political, had become corrupt, caring more for their own sense of power 

and wealth than the needs of the people.   

 Every day there were more deaths, and in response, at times, uprisings 

by the people.   

 It was into this world, a couple had their first child, one who would grow 

up and suffer a traumatic death at the hands of the Roman Empire.   

 This is not the beautiful, peaceful Christmas story we tell. It is, however, 

the Advent story we hear and hold in tension with the birth narrative as we 

hear the words of the prophets like John the Baptist and Malachi. 



 John’s message, like the one Malachi spoke of to the people of his day, 
was an acknowledgement of how corrupt and broken the system was, and how 

much the people lived in anguish, despair, lacking hope and peace. 

 These “messengers” of God were called “to prepare the way of the Lord” 

by filling in the valley, leveling the mountains, and making straight the paths 

that lead back to God, was a hope-filled message for those who heard it.   

 Their calling was to help the people see the broken places in their world 

as God saw them, and repair them. To recognize the anguish and despair of 
the most vulnerable and marginalized people, and relieve their misery.  To 

hear the cries of those who suffered physically, mentally, and spiritually, and 

to help heal and restore them to wholeness.  It was to turn the people from 
the ways of violence and the justification of that violence to maintain control 

over others.  And in doing these things, bring about the kingdom of God’s love 

where all humans would live in peace. 

 This was the message of repentance Malachi and John were sent to 

deliver.   Their messages were calls to action for all people who had longed to 

see the salvation of God.  

 While seemingly blunt and to the point, both messages are hope-filled.  
They were showing the people the way forward that would free them from the 

bonds of oppression, fear, death and destruction, return them to community 

with God and one another.  

 While many of us want to skip over the season of Advent, and begin 

singing Christmas carols as soon as December arrives (if not before), we 
cannot do so if we are to truly appreciate the message of the incarnation of 

God’s love in Christ.   

 In Advent, we are preparing ourselves for God’s glorious reign of peace, 
by actively engaging in healing the world, comforting those who mourn, 

welcoming the stranger and immigrant, creating shelter for the refugee and 
the homeless, providing food for those who are hungry, and continuing to beat 

our weapons of killing and destruction into instruments of healing and hope.  

This too is part of the Christmas story in the Gospels. 

 If we want to know God’s true peace, then this is the path that John the 

Baptist and the prophet Malachi are calling us to walk together. 

 I believe we all long for that day, live for that day, work for that day, 
hope and pray for that day, even as we together we seek to follow the non-

violent path of peace Jesus.   

 Of course, that path lead him into city of Jerusalem, to confront the 
political leaders of his day both within Jerusalem and those of the Empire with 

the truth of God’s love.  

 Jesus invited his disciples to follow him, reminding them, that it was a 
costly journey, and demanded much of them, including possibly their own lives 

as it would Jesus.   



 In our Advent liturgy, as we prepared to light the candle of Peace, we 
read these words from Luke 19:  “As Jesus came near and saw the city of 

Jerusalem, he wept over it, saying, ‘If you, even you, had only 

recognized on this day the things that make for peace!’” 

   We all want to live at peace in our lives, free from the fear of violence, 

shootings, death and destruction, anguish and despair, and suffering and grief.  

 And yet, the reality is as much as we try to avoid it by tuning out the 
news of the world, we cannot ignore it.  We are surrounded by it, even as 

events creep closer and closer to our own communities.    

 I love having the opportunity to hold a baby in my arms. It is a such a 
great you.  During Christmas, as we tell the story of the birth of the baby 

Jesus, there are times I want to hold that sweet bundle of love in my arms, 
cuddle him close to my chest, and feel a deep sense of peace and hope in 

holding him close to my heart. 

 That is what a lot of parents want to do too. None of them, including 

Mary, wanted to hold their grown child as they died.   

 But the reality of our following the Christ Child is that we have to 

confront the violence and death and despair of another week of gun violence 
that has not only impacted a school and community in Michigan, but gun 

violence and death that has had a major impact on the McFarland community 
where I live, the schools were I teach, the funeral home where I work, and my 

ministry were I serve with you. 

 In the past two weeks, we have experienced two traumatic gun violence 
events in McFarland that have ruined families lives, ruined the career of a 

teacher, and claimed the life of one our students.  While mental health has 

been a major factor in these tragic situations, so have guns.   

 I cannot in good faith as follower of Christ, stand before you, light the 

Advent candle and talk about peace, while ignoring the pain and suffering guns 
and gun violence are continuing to cause in our nation, communities and 

schools.   

 In the past two weeks, while I have been at both the middle and high 

school as a guest teacher, I have also been there offering a pastoral, 

compassionate presence in support of our students and staff who are in shock 

and grieving.   

 This coming Wednesday, I will be assisting in my other role as a service 
associate at Gunderson Funeral Home, to help the family and friends of the 

senior boy who used a gun to kill himself.     

 Earlier this summer, I assisted with the service for the young 11-year-old 
girl who was accidentally shot by her brother who had found a gun in their 

apartment, which had been left by a young adult visiting them.  



 The epidemic of gun violence continues to escalate in our nation and 

creeps closer and closer to communities like ours.   

 Actually, it has visited us here at OCPC since I have been your pastor.  I 
cannot walk down the center aisle without pausing at the fourth (third) pew 

from the front and remembering Clyde.   

 I know through some of your own personal stories, gun violence has 

touched your lives as well.   

 In each of these situations, whether I am working as a substitute 

teacher, a service associate for a funeral home, or here at church, I am your 
pastor too.  I am representing our ministry here at OCPC, even in I am in 

McFarland or Madison. 

 Yet, more importantly, I hope and pray, I am being a messenger of God, 
offering a compassionate presence of healing, hope, and peace in the midst of 

traumatic, deadly gun violence as a follower of Christ, and calling people to 
repent of our violent ways and turn back to God’s way of non-violent love and 

peace.   

 That type of repentance, will level the mountains of power, fill the valleys 

of despair, and make straight the corrupt path of gun violence.    

 Then again, I have to remember, John lost his head by continuing to 

preach this message of God. 

 Being a follower of Christ isn’t easy, and a messenger, like John the 
Baptist, is even more challenging.  Most of us would rather stay at the manger 

watching the baby coo and sleep peacefully, instead of following him out into 

the pain and violence of our world.   

 So consider these words of Markus Zusak:  “I'm not the messenger at 

all.”  That’s a relief!  No, we are not the messenger.  We are however, as 

bearers of God’s sacred image, “the message.” 

 And the message in Advent and at Christmas we are called to share is  “to 

give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, turn our 
weapons of violence into instruments of healing and hope, and guide all our 

feet into the way of God’s glorious reign of peace.” 

        Amen. 

 

 


