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 Reflect for a moment on how you prepare for Christmas. What do you do and 
what do others do, that brings you peace? Is it singing together? Is it enjoying 
Christmas lights—an Advent wreath on your table, on Christmas trees, outdoors on 
eaves or lampposts? Is it decorating with cherished family heirlooms from 
Christmases past with where you live now? Is there something in your Holy Day 
decorations that you find peaceful? 

 Marketing folks advertise decorating for Christmas as always joyful, but in 
many homes holiday decorating is a source of tension and conflict. This was true in 
my early childhood. Our parents were young, giving birth to all four of their children 
before either of them was 28. Many fights stemmed from their heartfelt desire to 
make everything “perfect” for us, but they lacked both skills and resources to realize 
their vision. In their desire to be good parents, they “did the right thing” and took us 
to church. When I was in junior high, it was through our new pastor’s preaching that 
Mom and Daddy realized their hopes for a “perfect” Christmas did not come from a 
checklist of things marketing told us all “normal” families did. Instead, Christmas 
could be perfect when grounded in a hope for Christ’s peace.i 

 Pastor Dale Saundersii introduced our church to keeping Advent as a time for 
spiritual growth rather than bowing to the advertising pressures of overspending and 
perfectionism. His sermons inspired my parents to order their first manger scene 
from the Sears Christmas catalog. That fake Renaissance style nativity set placed on 
top of our modern 1960’s walnut console television symbolized real change in our 
holiday stress level. (Do you remember when televisions were also furniture?) From 
their growth as Christians, the perfect peace my parents always hoped for us became 
our Christmas reality. It was not the nativity set itself that brought us peace, but the 
hopeful prayers for family peace that led Mom and Daddy to put up the set as an 
Advent practice. In their empty nest years another pastor, Rev. Lee Kantonen, shared 
his practice of keeping a subtle set of the just Holy Family up year-round as a 
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reminder our aspirations for family peace. My children, nieces, and nephew all 
remember my parents’ home as a place of welcome and grace. 

 When I made my first home, Mom gave me a ceramic nativity set hand-painted 
by one of her friends. She chose it because it looked like a Christmas pageant; all the 
humans are children. Her friend even painted them in every race as best she could. In 
her way, Mom was connecting my ministry with my home. Now Mom lives in heaven 
but is still with me every year when I set up that nativity set.  

 My nativity set has twelve pieces: the holy family, one angel, three wise men, 
two shepherds, a donkey, a camel, and a Holstein cow. Every year I hear Mom laugh 
when I unwrap the cow. Daddy grew up with cows, while Mom was raised by a 
commercial fisherman and knew nothing about cows. When I was four years old, they 
rented a farm and Daddy bought a Holstein cow from a bachelor farmer.  

That was the meanest cow ever! She had no patience with either women or 
children; especially four-year-old girls! While none of my memories of her are good, 
one is funny. One summer day she got out of her pasture and barricaded my pregnant 
mom, the oldest of my two brothers, and me in the house until Daddy came home 
from work. So rather than a sheep for the shepherds, Mom asked her friend to paint a 
Holstein cow for us in my nativity set.   

 Mom knew that if Isaiah had known me as a young child, not only would he 
have had wolves lie down with lambs and calves with lions, but he would also have 
written “and a small girl will milk the Holstein cow” in his description of God’s 
peaceful kingdom. The contrasts of carnivores and their prey resting together inspires 
our imaginations about what the peace we hope for can be. 

 All too often when we hope for peace, our imaginations go directly to the 
global level, way beyond the scope of what we can do. It did for Isaiah and others 
before Jesus was born and God’s people received their hoped for promised Christ. 
We who pray ask God to fulfill our hope for world peace. Even those who do not 
pray join us in hoping for world peace.  

 And yet, the one place where we can work alongside God to bring our hopes 
for peace into a reality is our own home. Not just inside our houses and apartments, 
but outdoors and where we go to work. Where we eat with others. Where we do our 
holiday shopping. Our hope for peace comes when we welcome each other as a 
community just as Christ has welcomed us.  
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 When we think of welcoming someone, I have noticed that we usually imagine 
ourselves in the role of the host, making the other person my guest. My sense is this is 
common for most of us. How was it for you this past Thanksgiving? Did you 
welcome your guests? Or did you host welcome you? Were you welcomed? Or did 
you feel alone, abandoned?  

 Observing our role and our feeling simply helps us understand how Christ 
welcoming us changes our practice, shifts our roles. When you first came to know 
Christ, was it because you were swept up to join Christ in heaven? Or was it because 
Christ came to earth? Christ chose to welcome us not by waiting for us to be good 
enough to earn our admission to heaven. Christ welcomed us by coming to Earth for 
a good long stay. “(He lives) among us . . . full of grace and truth.” (John 1:14) 

 We imitate Christ whenever we welcome each other. At the HAMAiii 
Thanksgiving Eve service, Pastor Michelle Arndt began her sermon with a video 
where an angry man was on the phone. He couldn’t get home in time for 
Thanksgiving, his flight was either canceled or missed. He even asked the ticketing 
agent’s supervisor if she really wanted him to be alone for Thanksgiving. She 
responded that being alone was his choice. With her words, his doorbell rang. 
Standing on the stoop was a scrubby looking man with a bottle of wine to share at the 
dinner. More guest kept coming, as the man kept welcoming them, he found himself 
no longer alone, no longer angry.  

 We don’t have to the host to welcome each other. Those of us who move a lot 
in our vocations, pastors and soldiers alike, know that before anyone welcomes us 
into their homes, we need to welcome them into our new community. This is true 
even if they have lived there for a lifetime and we only arrived last week. We earn our 
welcome as guest by welcoming our neighbors. Welcoming has many options—
learning names, joining in shoveling after each snowstorm, sharing our favorite 
Christmas cookies, and telling them their outdoor decorations are beautiful. That is 
how Christ welcomed his first followers; first he went to where they were, welcoming 
them into his life.  

 Imitating Christ, we bridge our neighborly divides by being welcoming. 
Sometimes I wish I could preach this to Congress, but God has called me to be with 
you rather than to serve as the chaplain of the Senate. We often watch the news and 
ask, “Why can’t they see it my way?” Perhaps, we should ask, “How can I befriend 
them, so we get to know each other?” When the lion lies down with the calf, it does 
not stop being a lion. We will always be who God has made us, so will our neighbor. 
But if we can be as welcoming to each other as Christ is to all of us, our hope for 
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peace will become a contagious reality. As we find peace where we live, we join in 
world peace.   

 All Earth Is Waiting is the song of hope we sing this week. It was written right 
after Vatican II (1962-1965) when the Roman Catholic mass could be done in the 
people’s common languages rather than Latin. Some great music came out of the 
flurry of writing that followed. It is a folk song, lovely and singable. More importantly, 
it is easily translated into the world’s many languages. Because we are a global 
denomination, United Methodists began singing it in 1989 when our most recent 
hymn book was published.  

 We easily welcomed All Earth Is Waiting into our popular Advent hymns. This 
year as we focus our Advent attention on songs of hope, I am drawn to the promise 
of Christ’s peace with us in the fourth verse.  

In lowly stable the Promised One appeared,  
yet, feel his presence throughout the world today,  
for he lives in all Christians and is with us now,  
again with his coming he brings us liberty.”iv  
 

Liberty. We have liberty in Christ to choose how we live. We can choose to 
lament the lack of peace in the world. We can choose to hope for peace in the world. 
We can choose to share the peace of Christ the world hopes to welcome.  

I remember the fights Mom and Daddy’s over his Holstein. Mom never tried 
to make peace with that cow even though she knew my dad’s passion for cattle. 
Farming didn’t work out for them while I was in preschool, but they tried again after I 
left for college. That was when Daddy brought home his second cow to milk. By then 
my parents’ faith had grown and their home was well known for the welcome they 
gave everyone. Daddy raised beef on that farm, but he always liked the daily routine 
of milking a family cow. His second milk cow was a Jersey that Mom welcomed 
because she loved Daddy. She even named that cow Trillium for one of her favorite 
wild flowers that would disappear from the pasture as Daddy’s cow grazed.  

We choose how we live. If we hope for peace, let us choose to live in peace 
with each other and all God’s creatures. Amen.  

																																																													
i	I	am	deeply	grateful	to	my	dad,	Thomas	K.	Jeffers,	for	giving	me	and	my	lifelong	friend,	Ken	Carlson,	permission	to	
use	his	life	stories	in	our	sermons	as	long	as	we	did	not	make	him	be	“perfect.”	He	always	hoped	what	Christ	did	
for	him	would	inspire	others.		
ii	Through	out	this	sermon	I	will	use	my	ministry	colleagues	preferred	titles.		
iii	Hudson	Area	Ministerial	Association	
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iv	Alberto	Taule,	1972;	English	translation	by	Gertrude	C	Suppe,	1987.		#210	The	United	Methodist	Hymnal,	The	
United	Methodist	Publishing	House,	Nashville,	1989.		


