Our Christmas List: Peace
Isaiah 11:1-9

How many of you have ever misheard the lyrics of a song, but had no clue you were mishearing them?  I mean, just been really sure that what you were happily singing out loud, along with the song, were actually the correct lyrics?  Sometimes we mishear lyrics and no one is ever the wiser, but then there are those other times when we are happily singing along with a song, in the presence of others, belting out our misheard lyrics that we have no idea are misheard, and someone notices…someone who knows what the actual lyrics actually are.  When I worked in retail, I heard a lot of Christmas and Holiday music.  From the end of October on, through November and December, the store where I worked had a holiday cd we were to play – and it had about 3-4 hours of music on it, so in one day of work, I would hear a song at least twice, sometimes more often.  And one of the songs I particularly enjoyed was Paul McCartney’s “Wonderful Christmastime” – it was bouncy and upbeat and good for working to…but the chorus didn’t really make sense to me.  But I didn’t give it much thought.  Until one night, I was at Bertucci’s with my sister and my mother, and “Wonderful Christmastime” came on, and I said, “Oh, I love this song!” and then happily sang along with it, “In the attic, once on a Christmastime.”  And my sister and mother just looked at me.  And then my sister said, “What?  Those aren’t the words.”


Mishearing lyrics is pretty common.  So common, in fact, that there are multiple websites devoted to cataloging all the many examples of misheard song lyrics that people send in.  One website even has a significant list of Christmas songs that have been misheard, and our carol for today, “O Come, O Come Emmanuel” is among them.  The misheard lyric in the carol is “Rejoice, rejoice!  Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel,” which has been misheard as “Bring toys!  Bring toys!  Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.”  I’m guessing that mishearing was the wishful hope of a child or two at the Christmas season!

When we (or someone singing loudly in our presence) mishear song lyrics, it’s funny and we can laugh at the nonsensical images conjured up by our misunderstanding.  But if we mishear the message of our carol for this morning, if we mishear the meaning behind “O Come, O Come Emmanuel,” then we run the risk of missing the whole meaning of Christmas.  “O Come, O Come Emmanuel” is a carol with a long but vague history, a carol of longing that stems from the chants of nuns and monks of the medieval church, a carol that expresses the deep desire of the human heart for God to draw near, for peace to come upon the earth.  It picks up on the longing expressed in the prophesy of Isaiah, in the cries of the people in Jesus’ own time, in our own cries today…O come, O come Emmanuel, and fill this whole world with heaven’s peace…


And yet…people in Isaiah’s time really misheard his message.  Despite the insistence of the prophet that the One who was coming would lead with righteousness rather than with might, and would help to usher in a reign of peace where even the wolf could live with the lamb and the leopard could lie down with a baby goat, the people anticipated, expected, a messiah who would come with sword in hand, to conquer the Romans, to raise them up through military victory.  And instead God came as a tiny baby, as a little child who would lead, who was born in the dark of night, in a crude stable.  God came, not into a family of rulers or military heroes, but to a poor peasant woman and her carpenter husband.  And so Jesus came, just as Isaiah promised he would.  Isaiah stood out in the world proclaiming the coming of a Prince of Peace, but the people expected a princely warrior.  The people misheard Isaiah’s message, and Jesus was not was they expected.  

An old man lived in the center of a desolate and hopeless city, the kind of city that had once been thriving and proud, but that time had since passed by.  Every morning, when this man left his house, he would stand on the street and yell, “Love, peace, and righteousness!”  Every morning, without fail, he came out, stood there, lifted his face to the sky, and at the top of his lungs cried out those same three words, “Love, peace, and righteousness!”  Finally, the man’s next-door neighbor grew tired of the noise, and he went out on the street and confronted the old man.  He said, “Hey – what are you, crazy?  What do you think you’re doing?  Every day you’re out here yelling about love, peace, and righteousness, and you’re a fool.  Don’t you know no one is listening to you?  The city is full of hate and crime, there is no love of neighbor or love of peace to be found, so give it a rest!  Don’t you know,” the neighbor continued, “that you can’t change the world?”  The old man looked at his neighbor for a moment and then answered, “You’re right.  My yelling about love, peace, and righteousness may not change the world, but the one thing it will do is stop the world from changing me.”  


Even when he was misheard and misunderstood, Isaiah’s message remained the same…and the message of Christmas remains the same: Jesus comes to bring and show peace, that we might bring and show peace, too.  Will we hear?  Will we respond?  Will we live in ways that keep the world from changing us but that might, just might, even change the world?

The truth is, Isaiah’s description of the peaceable kingdom relies on us.  God speaks through the prophet and says, “they shall not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain.”  That they is us.  Christmas comes, Jesus comes, to intervene in a world that was – that is – broken.  In a world where there was – and is – war, and hatred, and poverty, and crime, and hopelessness.  Christmas comes, Jesus comes, to bring light to that world, to us, to guide us in a new path.  And it’s our responsibility to respond.  We have to change.  We are the ones who must cease to hurt and destroy.  When Christmas comes, when Emmanuel comes, we can choose…we can choose what response that brings in us.

A soldier in the Israeli army was patrolling an area of occupied Palestinian land when he felt a rock strike him in the back.  Before he could even turn around, he felt another rock strike his helmet.  He spun around, his rifle ready to fire on whomever he found.  In his sights were several Palestinian children.  Children.  They were busily picking up more stones to hurl at him.  The solider did not want to fire on these children, but he also could not allow them to attack him again.  Suddenly, he had an idea.  He stooped down, and he picked up three of the rocks.  He picked them up and he began to juggle with them.  The children were mesmerized by this surprising response and they forgot all about throwing their stones.  The soldier did a few tricks, and the children laughed.  He ended with a great flourish and finale, and they clapped with joy.  He bowed to his audience and walked away.

The years of hostility between Israel and Palestine were not halted because of that soldier’s simple action.  But he took what had been hurled as weapons and transformed them into objects that brought laughter.  That moment that began as a moment of hatred, a moment of brokenness, was transformed into a moment of wholeness and of simple joy…a moment that revealed God’s shalom…because the soldier stood in the face of that brokenness and chose differently.  He chose to respond in peace.  He chose to cease the desire, in that moment, to hurt and destroy on this, God’s holy mountain.


From 1953 until 1981, a silver-haired woman who simply called herself “Peace Pilgrim” walked more than 25,000 miles on a personal pilgrimage in the pursuit of peace.  She vowed that she would remain a wanderer until all of humankind had learned the way of peace.  She would walk until she was offered shelter by someone who saw her and fast until she was offered food.  This one woman walked for 28 years, and in that 28 years peace on earth was not established…and yet…she stood in the face of the brokenness of our world and she chose differently.  She chose to live a life devoted to spreading the message of peace, the message of Isaiah, the plea that we cease to hurt or destroy on all God’s holy mountain, the message of Christmas. 

It has been calculated that in the past 3500 years, there have only been a total of 230 years of total peace throughout the civilized world.  Isaiah’s message misheard.  Jesus’ message misheard.  The message of Christmas misheard.  And yet…and yet…the message sounds eternally.  The words of the prophet ring fresh each year.  We can stand before the brokenness and choose to make it whole.  We can cry out for love, peace, and righteousness so that we might change the world and not let the world change us.  Rejoice!  Rejoice!  Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.  What will you choose to do to honor that gift, to bring God’s peace?
