“Draw Near to Peace”
Malachi 3:1-4; Luke 1:68-79

Last weekend, Thanksgiving weekend, my wife Kris and were supposed to
make make a trip from Jackson to Grand Haven to visit with family. Callan
is six months old whom | have never seen. He is the son of my nephew
Cadan and his wife Jessie. While Jackson received 8 inches of snow from
last weekend snow storm, Grand Haven received 13! We were bummed
out, but decided to cancel the trip to visit a new family member.

This time of year the the Michigan roadways are filled with people and
vehicles who travel to visit family. In Luke chapter 1 there are three visits
that take place. The first visit the old priest, Zechariah, is visited by the
angel Gabriel, who announced to him that his wife Elizabeth will become
pregnant and give birth to a son in their old age that birth was to become
John the Baptist.

Then there is a second visit that takes place in Luke chapter 1. In the sixth
month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sends the angel Gabriel to Nazareth,
where he announces to her that she has found favor with God and that she
will conceive and give birth to a son and that she is to call him Jesus. He
will be great and will be called the sun of the most high. And Mary is
flabbergasted because she says how will this be since | am a virgin? So
goes the second visit...

And then the third visit happens. Mary goes to her cousin Elizabeth, the
much older woman six months pregnant, and these two pregnant women
get together and compare notes. What would it have been like to have
been in that room with them? What conversations they must have had!

Artists and iconographers have portrayed this famous visit of Mary to her
cousin Elizabeth throughout the centuries. They are often depicted as
rejoicing and laughing with such great abandon over each other's
pregnancy.

This was part of the "orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled
among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the
beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word" given by Luke.
This happened well before the journey to Bethlehem.



Mary herself was already pregnant with Jesus when she visited her cousin
Elizabeth and her husband Zechariah. Zechariah and Mary both had been
visited by the Angel Gabriel "from heaven came" who told each of a
miraculous birth that would take place—Elizabeth, old, childless and
advancing in years and yet had conceived a child, Mary was a young girl
and conceived a child without human assistance or interaction, a vrrgrn
birth. :

These ihtertwined ?{ef'vents happ'ening to these two cousins were to testify
that "with God nothing is impossible!" These were bona fide miracles. or
"signs" pointing to a greater reality that heaven was coming down to earth.

| have heard people say to me through the years on. occasron that they
would never want to bring a.child into this world. They say that the world is
a bad place, a dangerous place, an uncertain place. Yes, all these these
can be true however what we see between these two pregnant women is
deep faith, hope, and especially. joy -

Ellzabeth S husband Zechariah recognrzed thrs though hé could not speak
it because he lost the power of speech when, Gabnel announced that
Elizabeth would cpncerve - . -

When Elrzabeth S chrld was. born she and Zechanah were in the Temple
when he was eight days old to circumcise the infant. . Zechariah who still
could not speak asked for a writing tablet and wrote, "His-name is John."
And all. of them were amazed. lmmedlately his mouth was opened’ and h|s
tongue freed, and he began to speak, praising God. in the Song of
Zechariah he speaks and he does not mince words W|th his restored power
of speech : : PP, Lo .
God s character flgures promlnently in the. Song that Zechanah srngs God
is strong; God has;raised up a horn of salvation, a symbol of strength, for -
us..God saves us from those who hate us. God has shown mercy to our
ancestors and now to us. God gives us the security to do what we want to
do-most:of all: serve God with-awe, and serve God the.way God wants to
be served, in nghteousness -and-holiness. God S character Is tender- mercy

Zechanah s song should cause us to hesitate long enough to look deeply
rnto our own hearts to see what changes may be needed, to understand”’



where we must turn around and head in a different direction in our own
lives.

Where is repentance and redemption needed in the social and political
realities of the world in which we live. Where is it needed in our personal
relationships?

| would like to consider that on this second Sunday of Advent it is
repentance and redemption that draw us near to peace, and it comes to in
a number of different ways. There are a number of different paths to
peace... Justice, Perseverance, and Serenity.

We draw near to peace when we draw near to justice...As followers of
the Prince of Peace we should pursue both personal holiness and
communal holiness. Communal holiness is called JUSTICE. Personal
holiness is called REPENTANCE. Jill Duffield, former editor of the
Presbyterian Outlook echoes this:

| know | must pray that God will show me how to help level the
playing field for access to-education, housing and health care and so
much more. | have spent much of this year reading, trying to educate
myself on issues that | should long ago have been engaged in
addressing. | am tired of remaining mute when people of privilege like
me complain of those who "work the system." | want to be prepared
to use straight talk straight away and respond with examples of how
the systems are set up to work for the few at the expense of the
many. Time after time policies are enacted by those for whom the
systems work: gerrymandering, voter suppression, redlining, zoning
laws, school redistricting, tax codes, loan requirements, court fees,
public transportation routes. Those truly working the system are the
one putting those systems in place. A great leveling needs to occur if
all flesh is to stand with Jesus on the plain. Valleys need to be lifted
and mountains brought low. Am | prepared to participate in the roiling
that will come with such earth-shaking change?

We draw near to peace when we persevere through dark times...

In the twilight of his life, Franklin D. Roosevelt recalled the words of his old
headmaster, Endicott Peabody, and quoted this observation in his final
inaugural address in the winter of 1945 while Adolf Hitler, the greatest
despot in the 20th Century was still in power:
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Remember! Things in life will not always run smoothly. Sometimes
we will be rising toward the heights - then all will seem to reverse
itself and start downward. The great fact to remember is that the
trend of civilization itself is forever upward, that a line drawn through
the middle of the peaks and the vaIleys of the centuries always has
an upward trend. :

It should not be lost on us today that what began at Pearl Harbor 84 years
ago this very day ended on VE Day, Victory in Europe Day, May 8, 1945.
Hitler had committed suicide on April 30, 1945. FDR never lived to see this
day as he died on April 12, 1945, but peace'did:come. Peace had drawn
near.

Finally, we draw near to peace when we learn to accept...

It has been said that Reinhold Neibuhr himself denied writing The Serenity
Prayer, but it does now appear that the theologran Reinhold Neibuhr was
the actual author: : \
God grant me the Serenrty
To accept the things | cannot change...
. Courage to change the things | can,
And Wlsdom to know the dlfference

: Lrvmg one day at a trme
Enjoying one moment at a time, .
Accepting hardship as the pathway to peace.

Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is,

...~ Notaslwould haveit. . -

Trustmg that He will make.all things rlght
if | surrender to His will.
That | may be reasonably happy in this life,
And supremely happy with Him forever in the next.
o~ . Amen.
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