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Texts: Isaiah 2:1-5; Psalm 122; Romans 13:11-14; Matthew 24:36-44 

 [Full disclosure: much of this sermon is taken from a commentary by Rev. Kathryn 

M. Matthews, who writes for a United Church of Christ website called Sermon Seeds.] 

 From the prophet Isaiah:  “They shall beat their swords into plowshares and their 

spears into pruning hooks; Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they 

learn war anymore.” 

 The biblical scholar Walter Brueggeman compares this beautiful passage from 

Isaiah to the “I have a dream” speech by Martin Luther King, Jr.  Two speeches of hope by 

two prophets across the centuries.  But alas, most days, we live in a reality that is still a long 

way off from either prophet’s vision of healing, justice and peace.  This year, we close our 

eyes and listen to the words of the dream with heavy hearts, thinking of the conflicts and 

war that flare all over the world: Syria, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Somalia, Central America. 

As well as in our cities and neighborhoods, our homes and workplaces. 

 We’ve come to understand the absence of peace in other ways as well: in the threat 

of terrorism that makes traveling seem unsafe, the growing anger of people in this nation 

and elsewhere who are dispossessed, even in the damage to the earth that we will leave as a 

tragic legacy to our grandchildren. 

 Perhaps we can begin to imagine how the people of Israel felt over the centuries in 

the face of threat, destruction and exile by one empire after another. More than 500 years 

before the time of Jesus, they listened to this dream of Isaiah, this vision of the future, and 

then they looked around at the destruction of Jerusalem, burned and battered.  Still, they 

chose to cling to their trust in the promises of the One who is more powerful than any 
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empire or army.  They chose to trust in God’s promise of a future very different from what 

was visible to them. 

 Isaiah’s words express our deepest yearnings.  Maybe that is why they are engraved 

on a wall across from the headquarters of the United Nations in New York City: “They 

shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; Nation shall 

not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.” 

 We hear these words from Isaiah not only in a time mired in conflict, anxiety and 

war, but in a new season at the beginning of a new church year.  Advent is a time of waiting 

and so much more. While the culture around us wraps up another year hoping for 

increased consumer spending and final reports of the past year’s profits, the church has 

already stepped into a new time, to begin a season of hoping and longing for something 

much greater than anything the news is reporting. 

 Advent invites us to wake up, to see a new light dawning, to consider our own lives 

afresh in the light of the new gifts that God is about to give.  At the beginning of a new 

church year, we too are to remember who is really in charge of everything.  We, too, to set 

our hearts on being part of a future that is very different from what is visible. 

 Yet there is more.  These words paint a clear picture.  While God is the One who 

brings this dream to reality, there is work for us to do, too.  We are called to re-shape the 

instruments of war, violence and destruction into instruments of peace and provision for 

all.  We are called to work for that day when this longing for peace and justice will be 

fulfilled.  We are called, not just to appreciate the beauty of Isaiah’s words, but to be part 

of God’s will for the world.  
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 This is the hardest part, because the things of war between nations are also the 

things that we struggle with as individuals: petty resentments, larger hatreds, frustrations, 

disillusionment.  We find it hard, really hard, to move through times of discouragement, 

division and even oppression without losing our souls.  We want to protect everything that 

we have invested in, we want to protect our own agendas, we want to protect whatever it is 

that we are reluctant to share.  We want to keep our own weapons of destruction at the 

ready, because that’s how we think we have to settle conflicts. 

 The Chinese philosopher Lao Tse wrote these lines 600 years before Jesus was born, 

actually not long before Isaiah was writing his dream of peace:   

If there is to be peace in the world, There must be peace in the nations. 

If there is to be peace in the nations, There must be peace in the cities. 

If there is to be peace in the cities, There must be peace between neighbors. 

If there is to be peace between neighbors, There must be peace in the home. 

If there is to be peace in the home, There must be peace in the heart. 

 Peace in the heart.  To have peace in your heart means to step out of the boxes that 

keep you confined.  These boxes come in many sizes and colors.  There’s the box of having 

to be better than someone else.  There’s the box of deciding that the world owes you.  

There’s the box of always wondering what other people are thinking about you.  And 

there’s the box of helplessness and victimhood.   There’s the box of blame.  There’s the box 

of jealousy.  There’s the box of resentment.  There’s the box of indifference.  In each of 

these boxes, we sharpen our weapons and lay in wait, assuming that our enemy is right 

outside. 
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 In the coming weeks, we will be decorating our homes, writing our Christmas cards 

and singing carols with their lovely messages of grace and hope.  In this Advent waiting, we 

hear a call, deep in our souls, to pursue peace in our lives and in the world around us.   Not 

just to talk about peace as if it were a sweet but unattainable idea.  But to take real, 

concrete steps to heal the divisions in families and community, to step across lines of 

alienation and broken relationships.  It takes courage to lay down our own weapons of 

destruction and bend them to peaceful uses.  It takes hope.  It takes trust to believe that we 

can be a part of God’s dream.   

 And so, with St. Francis of Assisi we pray, 

 Lord, make me an instrument of your peace: 

 where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

 where there is injury, pardon; 

 where there is doubt, faith; 

 where there is despair, hope; 

 where there is darkness, light; 

 where there is sadness, joy.  

 O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek 

 to be consoled as to console, 

 to be understood as to understand, 

 to be loved as to love. 

 For it is in giving that we receive,  

 it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,  

 and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen. 


