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One year, when I was really young, my friend and I were staying overnight at my Grandparents farm in Alberta.  As little girls do we got into an argument and started fighting.  My grandma soon heard our grumbling at each other and decided to intervene.  She came to us and explained that we needed to learn from the animals – the goats didn’t fight, the cows didn’t fight, nor did the chickens.  This worked really well for eight-year-old logic and soon my friend and I made up and were back being the best of friends romping through many adventures on Grandma and Grandpa’s farm.

Now I know that things are not so simple.  If you have ever owned more than one of any animal you know that they do not always get along.  Things can get complicated – and we’re not just talking about the animal world!

We live in a busy, crazy old world that seems to be racing faster and faster every day to the point that we feel like we are spinning out of control and we find ourselves dreaming of having a moment of tranquility and peace.  

I imagine that is exactly how the people in each of our scripture readings felt.  First we hear of the prophet Isaiah speaking to the people of Israel and Judah, saying that they are spinning out of control and that they are going to hit that proverbial wall because they have made unjust laws that have oppressed people, that people have gotten caught up in the latest trends and lost sight of helping the less fortunate.  Isaiah prophesies that God will use the invading country Assyria to bring Israel and Judah to their knees, in order that they may turn back to their relationship with God.  

Our gospel reading has a similar theme – we hear of John the Baptist calling to a disenfranchised and oppressed group of people – who are searching for something more than the Roman rules of society.  John calls all to repent from this crazy way – in Greek “metanoia” which literally means to “turn around” to turn back to what is really important.  He taunts the people who come to him, searching for a new way, challenging these people, shouting at them,


“You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come.

Bear fruit worthy of repentance. Even now the ax is laying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 

Both scriptures have this theme of reality – that the choices that have been made by the people are not good and will result in consequences that may not be up to our liking.  If they both just stopped with this message – there would be no good news – in other words we would be cut off and stumped.    

Many people during this advent season find themselves in this very place – a place of no hope and longing for times gone by.  This waiting time can be a time where the silent night is not pregnant with promise and hope but rather filled with regret and what could have been.

But that is not the end of the story.  Isaiah proclaims the gospel: “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots.”  “With the earliest Christians we imagine that Isaiah foretells the birth of a babe in a manger, the promised offspring of Jesse’s lineage, the holy shoot from the stump of Israel.”  From that cut off stump of hopelessness comes the promise of new life – again we are reminded of the root of the Christian story and the Hallelujah Chorus can prevail again!  

For peace will come to every nation and Isaiah reminds us that all will find peace.

The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. 

11:7 The cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.

11:8 The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder's den.

This is the dream, the goal and the vision, and this helps us strive to what can be.  But sometimes I think we get the heart and soul of a word peace confused with its cheap and easy meanings that advertising sneaks into our understanding.  

Let me tell you a story.

A wise old gentleman retired and purchased a modest home near a junior high school. He spent the first few weeks of his retirement in peace and contentment. Then a new school year began. The very next afternoon three young boys, full of youthful, after-school enthusiasm, came down his street, beating merrily on every trash can they encountered. The crashing percussion continued day after day, until finally the wise old man decided it was time to take some action. 

The next afternoon, he walked out to meet the young percussionists as they banged their way down the street. Stopping them, he said, "You kids are a lot of fun. I like to see you express your exuberance like that. In fact, I used to do the same thing when I was your age. Will you do me a favor? I'll give you each a dollar if you'll promise to come around every day and do your thing." The kids were elated and continued to do a bang-up job on the trash cans. 

After a few days, the old-timer greeted the kids again, but this time he had a sad smile on his face. "This recession's really putting a big dent in my income," he told them. "From now on, I'll only be able to pay you 50 cents to beat on the cans." 

The noisemakers were obviously displeased, but they did accept his offer and continued their afternoon ruckus. A few days later, the wily retiree approached them again as they drummed their way down the street. 

"Look," he said, "I haven't received my Social Security check yet, so I'm not going to be able to give you more than 25 cents. Will that be okay?" 

"A lousy quarter?" the drum leader exclaimed. "If you think we're going to waste our time, beating these cans around for a quarter, you're nuts! No way, mister. We quit!" And the old man enjoyed peace
.
Somehow, I don’t think that was the peace that Isaiah was talking about.  Nor was Jesus when he would approach a disciple and say to them, “Peace be with you.”

You see peace has a deeper meaning than the absence of noise, violence, animosity, etc…  The word in the Hebrew that is typically translated is shalom.  It is not just what is happening in your external world – but in your internal being for shalom is blessing for your whole well-being.  

Think about this as we prepare for Immanuel – God with us – coming in the form of a crying baby. For the last time I checked when someone joins a family or household, particularly if they have recently arrived in this world, peaceful is not exactly the word that comes to mind.  Mind you as I am not a parent, I would like to do some research on this statement.  Do we have anyone who has ever had babies live in their house?  Was this a peaceful experience for you?  How did your life change?

Even siblings can find new babies a challenge.  Little Johnny's new baby brother was screaming up a storm. He asked his mom, “Where'd we get him?”  His mother replied, “He came from heaven, Johnny.” Johnny says, “WOW! I can see why they threw him out!
”

However, babies can turn your life upside down and make you see things in new perspectives – give you another understanding of well-being, of Shalom, of the Peace that God brings in this little bundle of lively hope.  I was most struck by this as I read an email from a friend who wrote about his young sons.  He writes:

“Babies weren't my forte, but having my own sure changed me. I think one of my friends put it best when he said "once you have kids your life as you know it is over, you start a new life, and while it is a great life, it is a totally different life".

I guess that’s why Jesus comes to us as a baby so that our lives can be turned upside down and we begin to glimpse that shoot of hope in our sometimes-withered stumps of stagnancy and old habits.  

It also means that preparing a way for the Lord is knowing that things will change for that is where the new life, that new vision or promise that Isaiah speaks of resides.  

So friends are you ready to see what God has in store for us?  Are you taking time to turn around to face what is truly important and let God create new growth in our lives, our family, our church?  This is the promise of the advent season so let us whole-heartedly open our hearts to the one who is coming.

We might even find ourselves transformed and even preparing the path for others to be welcomed into our living story of promise.  Let me end with a story.

A six-year old boy playing the innkeeper in a Nativity scene in church felt very bad saying the lines turning the Holy Family away.  As they were leaving, the boy exclaimed, “Hey! Wait a minute! You can have my room!”

May we too offer our room to others in this season of peace.  Thanks be to God!

� http://www.hehe.at/funworld/archive/fun4you.php?joke=1472
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