CHRISTMAS GIFTS:  The Gift of Peace
Luke 2:14 “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill toward men!” NKJV
+++

Introduction
Durante degli Alighieri, commonly known as Dante Alighieri, was a Florentine poet of the Middle Ages. His central work, the Divina Commedia  is often considered the greatest literary work composed in the Italian language and a masterpiece of world literature.  In Italian he is known as "the Supreme Poet". Dante is also called the "Father of the Italian language".  What is little known about this great man of words is his struggle to find an inner peace that enabled him to deal with the troubles of his life and world.  A story comes to us of how Dante, wandering one day over the mountains of Lunigiana, eventually drew near to a lone, secluded monastery.  It was at one of those times in his life when he was racked with internal conflict, and he was seeking refuge from the strife.  And so, he knocked loudly at the monastery gate.  It was opened by a monk, who in a single glance at the wan, pale face, read its pathetic message of misery and woe.  “What do you seek here?” asked the monk.  And with a gesture of despair, the great poet replied, “Peace.” 

Dante was knocking at the right door.  Within its sacred walls stood those who knew where he could find that peace.   That peace had been given long before within the walls of Bethlehem.  The angels sang praises to God in proclaiming where one could find that peace when they said:  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill toward men.”  
Are you too looking for peace?  Look no farther than the babe of Bethlehem.  Let me share with you the source, place and way to experience this peace

1. Let’s look first of all at the source of this peace:  
“Glory to God in the highest…”
As an artist, Pieter Bruegel (1525-1569) is best known for his scenes of winter.  There is one particular picture that he painted entitled Census in Bethlehem.  The scene is simply a picture of a crowd going about their business.  Winter snow lies on the ground.  Two young boys wrestle one another as a mother attempts to remove the snow in front of her.  A man tries to ready his cart, perhaps getting ready to go to market.  Another family of 5 makes their way, baskets in hand, toward their destination.  And in the midst of all of these people Joseph walks before Mary riding above a donkey a cow beside her.  Now, the fascinating thing of about this picture is this:  No one, absolutely no one, looks up at Mary on the donkey save the eye of the cow beside her.  In an age when many artist’s painted the birth of Jesus with glitter and fanfare, Bruegel reminds us of the ordinariness of the birth and also of the fact that to discover it, we must look up.  
So often in my life of chaos, tasks and the ordinary,  I’ve looked everywhere but where I need to look to find this peace God offers.  The angels point the shepherds to that place – look up, up to God.  They say to all who will listen:  “Glory to God in the highest…”  The source of peace is God.  

I want to invite you to look up this Christmas and find the gift of peace.  This Christmas, look up, look up and find the peace of God in Christ!   

2. Let’s look secondly at the place of such peace:
“and on earth peace…”
In Sharon’s Christmas Prayer we find a 5 year old looking up and discovering the gift of peace in the birth of Jesus:

      She was five,

      sure of the facts,

      and recited them

      with slow solemnity

      convinced every word

   was revelation.

      She said

they were so poor

they had only peanut butter and jelly sandwiches

to eat

and they went a long way from home

without getting lost. The lady rode

a donkey, the man walked, and the baby

was inside the lady.

They had to stay in a stable

with an ox and an ass (hee-hee)

but the Three Rich Men found them

because a star lited the roof

Shepherds came and you could

pet the sheep but not feed them.

Then the baby was borned.

And do you know who he was?

      Her quarter eyes inflated

      to silver dollars,

The baby was God.

      And she jumped in the air

      whirled round, dove into the sofa

      and buried her head under the cushion

      which is the only proper response

      to the Good News of the Incarnation.

Peace will be found right where you are.  Sharon’s prayer teaches us that.  Right in the very place of lack, hurt, pain, problems, surprises and everything else that makes life what life it.  Peace is found not in the absence of trouble, but in the very center of it.  That is where you will find God and that is where you will find His peace.
Look around you this Christmas – find His peace right where you are on this earth.
3. Lastly, let’s talk a moment about how we experience this peace.
“good will toward men.”

The peace of God comes to be experienced two ways:

a. Good will toward men.

That is how the KJV translates it.  It is a reiteration of ‘grace.’  Peace is a gift, given unbidden, unsought.  It comes to us as a Christmas gift bidding us to open it and enjoy it.
But there is another way, a way I want to emphasize, that we experience this peace:

b. Toward men of good will.

That is how the oldest MSS translate this verse.  The idea is that peace comes to those who seek to bring peace.

Recently I read a prayer that was used at a Holocaust Observance in Huntington, New York:
Dear God, so much innocent bloodshed!

We are supposed to be created in your image

But O how we have distorted it.

Must cruelty always be?  Must inhumanity

Ever be the signature of man?

NO! NO!  We refuse to accept that!

We refuse to give hatred the last word

Because we know the power of love

We refuse to believe that cruelty will prevail

Because we have felt the strength of kindness.

We refuse to award the ultimate victory to evil

Because we believe in You too much.

So help us God to live by our faith.

Where there is hatred, may we bring love.

Where there is pain, may we bring healing.

Where there is darkness, may we bring light.

Where there is despair, may we bring hope.

Where there is discord, may we bring peace.

Make this a better world and begin with us.

Amen.

Conclusion

They walked away from the manger and just left the baby there!  It was the children’s Christmas program and it had been a very nice one.  All the songs had been sung, all the lines given.  The candles had been lit.  The shepherds had come to peek at the baby, and the wise men had brought their gifts.  The angels too had given their message.  Then all the cast of the play began to leave…
Wise men,

Shepherds,

Angels,

Only Mary and Joseph and the child remained.  Then Joseph turned to go.  And Mary stood up and began to follow.  And then she paused.  She glanced back at the crib and remembered.  She ran back to the manger.  She snatched up the baby doll by the foot, clutched it under her arm and left.

And that final episode - the almost omission – said more than the entire play.  The gift of peace – Christ Himself – is here, but will we leave him in the manger?  He offers that gift right where we are.  Will we not snatch Him up and take him with us?
