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When the Messiah comes, sings the poet Isaiah.  The Messiah full of Almighty I AM, full of the Almighty’s wisdom and knowledge and understanding and power, when the Messiah comes, sings the poet prophet, all the world will see, hear, know the Lord, and all the earth will be filled with fearsome joyful awe, and the heart of this world will change.  The heart of this world, once hard-set to the way of selfishness and greed, will change.  The heart of this world, once hard-set to be driven by anxiety and fear, will change.  The heart of this world, once hardened into the ways of oppressive power and violence, will change, and the meek, once scorned, will be honored leaders, leading the way in gentleness.  No longer will there be “have’s” and “have not’s;” no longer will wickedness poison the world with poverty, for the destructive force of wickedness will itself be destroyed, and the heart once hard will be soft, to stretch and stretch and stretch, an inexhaustible well-spring of caring and sharing.  When the Messiah comes, sings the poet Isaiah, there will be peace.  “They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”

Last Wednesday afternoon, after hearing Isaiah’s beautiful poem, the group was silent, in that sort of quiet calm which this Bible passage inspires, beautiful peace.  But the silence ended when a member of the group asked, “Just when is that supposed to happen?”  All of us laughed, but not at her.  It was that kind of wonderful laughing which happens in the comfort of human beings truly joined together, that intimacy in which one person can voice what everybody else is really thinking.  It was everybody’s question.  This beautiful peace, long ago prophesized by Isaiah, when is it supposed to happen?


Well, it’s supposed to have happened already, about 2000 years ago, right?  This man named Jesus, born 2000 years ago, born to be one of us and like us in every human way, we feel him also different from us, a man completely tuned in to the holy, completely in tune with the Holy, able to know fully who God is and what human life is all about.  We feel him the spirit of wisdom, of understanding, of power, a man human but different, full of divine presence.  We feel him the Messiah.  And so, we sing back to the prophet Isaiah.  The poet sings, when the Messiah comes, and we sing back, “It Came Upon a Midnight Clear,” “Silent night, holy night!  Wondrous star, lend thy light; with the angels let us sing, Alleluias to our King; Christ the Savior is born, Christ the Savior is born.”

We sing back to the poet, “Your prophecy of the coming of the Messiah has been fulfilled!”  But what about the rest of the prophecy, the part about peace, not just peace in the next life, but peace in this world?  Shouldn’t peace have been born the moment the Messiah was born?  Surely, that’s what the prophet foretold, that it was all to be one holy happening, both inextricably together, Messiah and peace.  Did the prophet make a mistake?  Well, yes; actually there were two errors in what he envisioned, one having to do with the way of the Messiah, the other having to do with the way of peace.
The Messiah:  remember that Isaiah, famous and revered as he is now, was a man of his own time, as human as we and as shaped by his own time and culture as we are.  Therefore, the Messiah in the poet’s imagination was the Messiah of that time’s religious beliefs.  The Messiah would be an avenging warrior, himself using violent power, wielding the sword of righteousness to cut down the unrighteous.  You can hear that violent warrior imagery within Isaiah’s peace poem:  “…he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he will kill the wicked.”  But that certainly wasn’t the way of Jesus, was it?  Isaiah was correct about the coming of the Messiah, full of the Almighty’s own wisdom and power.  But he was wrong about the way the Messiah would use that wisdom and power, not in violence, but in the amazing unconditional love of God.

Isaiah was mistaken about the way of the Messiah, and he was mistaken about the way of peace.  His prophecy was absolutely true, connecting the Messiah and peace, no mistake about that.  But Isaiah envisioned instantaneous peace.  Really, though, isn’t that the wish of any oppressed human being, immediate and total relief?  Isaiah, again a man of his time, was in the midst of an oppressed people, caring about them as one of them, with them caught up in their longing for a power which would come to destroy destroyers, to destroy oppressors, destroy the wicked, selfish, greedy who prey upon and devour others, a power which would destroy violence, abuse, war.  The avenging warrior Messiah who by fiat will make things right, who ironically will use the power of violence to make peace, that’s what many in our own world still wish for, may see that as the only way peace can come about.

But the Messiah, whose birth we are preparing to celebrate, brought a very different understanding of the way God works peace, not as a cataclysmic zapping from on high, but through a partnership with human beings.  Remember the way the gospel writer John voiced the voice of the Messiah:  “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.  I do not give to you as the world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.”

Now, of course, those words are meant to reassure us personally, to be the steadying anchor in our personal lives as we cope with problems and sorrows and in every experience of chaos.  “My peace I leave with you.”  But remember, John portrays Jesus speaking those words to his disciples, as preparation for them to face his own death and thereafter to continue his ministry.  So those words, as important as they are for our personal lives, are crucial for our living as disciples.  This peace which has been left with us, Christ peace has been entrusted to people, to continue the Messiah’s ministry, to fulfill the prophecy of peace.

This is where Messiah and peace are connected; this is the God way of making peace, not by divine mandate from on high, but through people, inspired by the Messiah, to be peacemakers.  That’s how the prophecy will be fulfilled.  That’s how the heart of the world will be changed.  This awesome work of God will happen through ordinary people like you and me, as all of us participate in fulfilling the prophecy.  No, we won’t all work as peacemakers on a global scale, as negotiators among the world’s nations.  But each of us has something to do in our own little part of the world, in this amazing partnership with God.  However, before any of us can be peacemakers out there to change even a tiny bit of the world’s heart, we have to make sure that our own hearts are tuned in to the way of peace.
And what better time to start tuning up our hearts than during Advent?  As we prepare to celebrate the birth of the Messiah, we could address some questions toward making our hearts ready to be vessels of the Messiah’s peace.  Am I too quick to get angry, too slow to forgive, too reluctant to compromise?  Do I choose battle instead of conversation?  Am I adamant about my own ways and opinions, too adamant, so that I fail to listen and respect the ways and opinions of others?  Are my words ever caustic, sarcastic, that passive-aggressive manifestation of violence?  What sort of debris is in my heart which is inconsistent with being a person of peace?  Do I harbor grudges and allow dredged up wrongs of the past to poison relationships and put up barriers to peace?  What needs to be born in me this Christmas, so that the light of the Messiah’s peace can shine through me at home, at work, at school, everywhere I go, to participate in the fulfillment of the prophecy as a disciple of the One born in Bethlehem?

When the Messiah comes, sings the poet Isaiah, all will be well, and all will be well, and all will be well.  “They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the seas.”
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