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“Simple Gifts: Peace”
Isaiah 1:1-10; Matthew 3:1-13 December 4, 2016

Last Sunday evening, our daughter, her husband and 
their two year old daughter were returning to their home 
in Jacksonville after visiting family in another town. They 
stopped to get gas at a convenience store on I-95. Our 
daughter went in to pay while her husband and sleeping 
daughter remained in the car. Inside, the Middle Eastern 
man behind the counter was asking a man to leave his 
store. The customer’s wife had been yelling at the owner 
and calling him names before going to the restroom. As our 
daughter approached the counter, she heard the customer 
say, “… and that is why we don’t want you people in our 
country and soon we won’t have to deal with you.” Our 5’-
3’’ daughter spun around and told the man he should leave. 
The man said, “Are you a veteran? You wouldn’t know what 
we go through for this country.” She said, “I am not, but my 
husband is. Many in my family are veterans, but that has 
nothing to do with the way you and your wife are treating 
this man. This is his store. He deserves respect; you need to 
get out immediately.” She told the owner that she would 
wait with him while he called 911. 

As the customer’s wife came out of the restroom, he 
launched into our daughter. He told her to call her husband 
to come get her. He said, “I don’t know why you are out 
without your husband anyway. You should be home with 
him.” As they left, he continued to mutter unintelligible 
things at her. After they left, the owner told her that the 
couple had been in before and their abuse of his staff had 
been escalating.  

The incident left our daughter shaking, fuming and 
wondering if what people think of as permissible public 
behavior has changed. She wrote that his words were a 
cowardly disgrace to the honorable people who serve our 
country because they believe in helping others, safeguarding 
our diverse nation and protecting the rights of all people.  
She wondered if it is now OK to hate as long as you dress up 
that hate in a false patriotism. 

The Rev. Filipe Martinez is the former Associate 
Executive of our Presbytery and now the Pastor of the First 
Presbyterian Church of Columbus, Indiana. You may have 
seen the news about what his family experienced several 

weeks ago. His two school aged sons, who are Latino, were 
taunted and intimidated on two occasions at school with 
shouts of “build that wall.” School officials and community 
members immediately responded with statements 
condemning such hateful words. Yet, Rev. Martinez remains 
anxious about the safety of his and other children. He said, 
“I am very careful how I speak about these matters…. But 
I am able to …stand on values and principles that are dear 
to my Christian tradition and speak out against injustice, 
xenophobia and misogyny. I understand the task is difficult, 
but I don’t feel a sense of despair” (IndyStar, 11/12/16).

Even more recently, a young Somali legal resident, Abdul 
Razak Ali Artan, drove his car into a crowd of his fellow 
students on the Ohio State campus and began attacking 
them with a butcher knife. He wounded 11 people before 
he was shot by a police officer. Officials are still studying the 
motivation of his violent assault on campus. There is some 
evidence that he was radicalized by an online connection 
with ISIS, the organization which has claimed responsibility 
for his attack. 

We live in a world of violence. The violence is not just 
in distant lands where ethnic, ideological and religious 
conflicts fuel acts of terror, injustice and war. The violence 
is here in our own homes, community, state and nation. The 
violence is not only “out there”, but “in here” – in our own 
hearts where suspicion, fear, anger and envy lead us to think 
hateful thoughts, speak bitter words and do hurtful acts.

In the face of all this, we celebrate on this Second 
Sunday of Advent the coming of the Prince of Peace. The 
scholar Richard Hayes wrote in his study of biblical ethics, 
The Moral Vision of the New Testament, that the greatest 
moral failure of the church as it seeks to follow Jesus is 
its acceptance of violence. We have not only accepted 
violence, but the church has at times embraced violence 
in the treatment of Jews and Muslims and in inspiring the 
Crusades and the Inquisition. In many places, the church 
not only kept silent, but also gave biblical reasons to justify 
slavery and then to sanction the oppression of generations 
of African-Americans. Some Christian traditions and 
churches today continue to use the Bible to deny the rights 
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of various groups and wink at the humiliating rhetoric and 
mistreatment of some of our fellow citizens.  

Are we serious about preparing our hearts, our church, 
our community, and our world for the coming of the Prince 
of Peace? If so, then John the Baptist tells us how: Repent.

John the Baptist is not a person to mince words. From 
the moment he opens his mouth, his words sound like an 
assault on the people who come to hear him. He calls them 
snakes on the verge of destruction. What a way to greet your 
listeners! The Messiah is coming with a winnowing fork in 
his hand to separate the good wheat from the useless chaff.  
“Repent for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” The 
coming kingdom presents those who hear the prophet’s 
words with a crisis. The Greek work “krisis” literally means 
“decision.” It is time to decide for or against the coming 
kingdom. The way to prepare for the coming of the Prince 
of Peace is to repent. We would ignore John, except for 
the fact we know he’s right. We know it deep within our 
hearts; we know it from the top of our heads to the bottom 
of our toes.  

We may have known a rare moment of personal anguish 
when God did change our hearts and turn our lives 
around. But most of the time repentance is just too strong 
a word for our tastes. It is too heavy - too religious. We 
prefer to talk about self-improvement. To repent comes 
from the root word which means “to turn around” or “to 
change direction.” The song, “Simple Gifts,” that we sing 
in response to our Advent liturgy comes from the Amish 
liturgical dance which enacts this simple act of repentance 
by a turning dance: 

“‘Tis the gift to be simple, ‘tis the gift to be free 
‘Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be,
And when we find ourselves in the place just right, 
‘Twill be in the valley of love and delight….
To turn, turn will be our delight, 
Till by turning, turning we come ‘round right.”

Repentance is not a brief pause at a rest stop on the 
interstate. It is a total change of direction. To repent is to 
slam on the brakes, cross the median and go the other way.  
The kind of change that John demands is not “out there” 
but “in here.” To repent is to change the heart, to walk in a 
new direction and to become a new person.  

A new quality of life flows from a transformed heart.  
Therefore, John says, “Bear fruits worthy of repentance.”  
An internal change of heart will lead to changes in our 
relationships with others and in the way we conduct our 
lives. We cannot say “yes” to Jesus and stay silent in the face 
of violence, injustice and hatred. We cannot say “yes” to 
Jesus and betray our friends. We cannot say “yes” to Jesus 

and ignore the neighbor and despise the stranger. 
More than anything else, we want to change. We want to 

be new people. We want to lay aside those things that we do 
that hurt others. We want to love our children well, practice 
generosity and learn to control our tempers. We want to be 
closer to the Lord. How can we do what we have tried to 
do a thousand times and failed? We doubt the possibility 
of lasting change. We wonder how we will become kinder 
and more peaceful, a more compassionate community or a 
more loving church. The message of John sounds like the 
thousand little messages we play in our heads urging us to do 
more or to be better. We are worn out by all the “ought-tos,” 
“shoulds” and “musts.” We have read all the self-help books 
we care to read. We still feel like the same old person inside. 
We are just as suspicious, angry and resentful as we have ever 
been. We feel powerless to do anything because we do not 
understand the reality upon which the word repent rests.  

John calls us to repent because something has happened to 
change our situation. Something has happened that creates 
a new possibility for us. “The kingdom of heaven has come 
near.” God has acted to change some things. It is God who 
initiates the change. God is coming to change us.  

The prophet Isaiah spoke of what God is doing to change 
things. The people of Israel had given up hoping for any 
change for the better. The once proud people symbolized 
by the noble lineage of Jesse, the father of King David, had 
been humiliated time and again. Israel had become little 
more than a broken down, hollowed out dead stump of a 
tree. From the stump of Jesse, God would cause a new green 
and living shoot to spring forth. God would act to change 
things. God did act in sending Jesus out of the root of Jesse 
to be our Savior.  

Our ability to make peace is more than a vain hope. It is 
a way of life found not in our own capacity to change, but 
in God’s power to change us. The Holy Spirit makes what 
once seemed impossible now possible. Jesus brings peace 
to our warring hearts and enables us to live in peace with 
others. Today we baptize these children into the faith of 
Jesus Christ. We promise to teach them his ways. His way 
is peace. The way we teach them is by letting our lives be a 
courageous witness to peace in a violent world. When I am 
struggling to change my bad attitude, find the courage to 
do something difficult, amend my actions and be a witness 
for peace, I repeat to myself a simple prayer: “Lord, I can’t 
do it. Lord, you can in me.” It’s time to reject violence and 
embrace peace.  

Come, Lord Jesus. 
Come and bring your peace to a troubled world. 
 


