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Growing up as the oldest child in my own family, but also as the oldest child on my father’s side 

of the family, I really am a first born among first born children. As the oldest and even the only 

grandchild for a few years, I spent a lot of time around the adults in my family and especially 

enjoyed many days with my paternal grandparents. We called them “Nan” and “Pop.” 

 

While I’m sure they had their struggles from time to time, they really had a great love for one 

another. From time to time, however, like any couple, they had their sorer moments, too. I don’t 

know if time washes over much or if my fonder memories just stand out more, but I don’t 

remember seeing those moments too often with them. 

 

On the other hand, what I do remember is my weekly shopping trip to the local fruit market with 

Pop while Nan was getting lunch together. We’d pick up everything she had put on Pop’s list. 

Back then, the Vitales worked in their own store. They went down to Eastern Market weekly and 

picked up all the produce and brought them fresh into the store. It wasn’t a trip to that store 

without a conversation with them and Pop telling the deli workers a couple of jokes along the 

way. 

 

Before we left, though, my grandfather would stop by the flower stand at the store and pick up 

some flowers. The first time I saw him do this, I asked him what he was getting flowers for. He 

looked at me and said, “Son, these are a peace offering for your grandmother.” 

 

“A what?” I asked. 

 

“A peace offering,” Pop said. “Sometimes, I need to let your grandmother know how much I 

appreciate her.” Knowing my grandfather, there were times when he really needed to “make 

peace” with Nan. Yet, there were also times when he bought her flowers just to let her know she 

was appreciated and loved. 

 

Whenever he stopped by to get flowers, I would look at him and ask, “Peace offering?” He 

didn’t share what he did to offer the terms of peace, but he’d wink and grin, as if it was the secret 

that we shared. When we’d get home, he’d put them someplace where Nan would see them.  
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Inevitably, she’d look at me and grin after he left the room, saying, “It’s his peace offering.”  

Sometimes she’d add, “He needed it this week” as she smiled from ear to ear. 

 

As we approach the seasons of Advent and Christmas, peace is one of those words that comes to 

the forefront of our minds. We prepare our hearts for the Prince of Peace that will be born in a 

manger at Bethlehem. Yet, what exactly is this “peace” that we anticipate or celebrate? 

 

In years of war, “peace” has come to mean an end of war and the absence of fighting. It is that 

time when conflict has ended. Several years ago, on my first trip to the Holy Land, I had the 

opportunity to travel north to the border between Syria and Israel. In the region of the Golan 

Heights, I stood looking out of a wartime trench that still had the remnants of the battles with its 

surrounding neighbors. 

 

Between the two countries were barbed wire fences with warning signs. Our guide shared that 

between the fences were mine fields that had never been cleared even when peace came. In the 

area between the two nations, you could see the United Nations peacekeeping vehicles that 

patrolled the borders, keeping the peace. 

 

With a peace at the border, our group could still hear the bombs going off in Damascus as Syria 

was engaged in its own civil war. Somehow, this “peace” did not really feel like peace. I looked 

off into the distance and could see a mountain that was one that had been thought to be one of the 

possible places where Jesus had been transfigured. While most likely not the location, I realized 

that this was still the land into which God’s very presence was made real among us; where 

“peace” had come, and yet, we longed for “peace” even still. Surely “peace” must be the more 

than simply the end of fighting, conflict, and war. 

 

Standing in the Golan Heights, looking out on our human-made signs of warfare and a holy 

mountain whose snow-capped peaks fed the waters of the Jordan River where Jesus was 

baptized, our passage from Isaiah came to mind for me. It’s a popular image of peace during this 

Advent season. Thanks to many artists, it doesn’t take much to envision it. Yet, listen to some of 

those words again. 

 

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 

   and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 

The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him… 

The wolf shall live with the lamb, 

    the leopard shall lie down with the kid, 

the calf and the lion and the fatling together, 

    and a little child shall lead them. 

The cow and the bear shall graze, 

    their young shall lie down together; 

    and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 

The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, 

    and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 

They will not hurt or destroy 

    on all my holy mountain; 
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for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord 

    as the waters cover the sea. 

On that day the root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to the peoples; the 

nations shall inquire of him, and his dwelling shall be glorious.1 

 

In Hebrew, the word for “peace” is “shalom.” Shalom, however, is so much more than just the 

absence of conflict. Isaiah’s vision points to the “shalom” that God intends for us. This image 

captivates my soul and spirit.  Predator and prey are side by side in Isaiah’s vision. “They will 

not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain,” says Isaiah. 

 

Shalom is a sense of peace that involves harmony, a need for one another, and a wholeness that 

comes when justice, mercy, grace and love reign. Shalom is the nature of life back in the Garden 

of Eden when all of creation, including humanity, lived in right relationship with every other part 

of creation. If predator and prey are to live in this type of relationship with one another, then the 

predator must give up its dependence upon the prey as a food source. For a bear to graze or a lion 

to eat straw, they must learn a new way of eating and living. They must rely upon the God who 

calls them into this way of life. And the prey must give up their fear of the predator for a wolf to 

live with a lamb and a leopard to lie down with the kid. 

 

This is more than simply keeping the peace. They are invited to actively live in the peace that 

God brings into their midst. They must be “peacemakers” rather than “peacekeepers.” 

“Peacemakers” receive God’s gift of peace and live it out, that others might receive it as well. 

 

In a nation that is filled with bitter divisions, where harsh words and unjust actions have torn us 

apart one from another, could it be that something more than peacekeeping is needed even in this 

day? Peacekeeping might have us to hold our tongues. Peacekeeping says, “If you don’t have 

something nice to say, then don’t say anything at all.” Peacekeepers avoid the language of 

religion, politics, money, status, and anything that could be divisive in order to keep the peace. 

 

Peacemakers, however, know that shalom is a gift from God to be lived and shared with the 

world. It is a sense of wholeness that can only come when we offer it to others. 

 

This past week, as my Tuesday Morning Women’s Study was meeting, we were talking about 

this understanding of peace as shalom; a state of being in harmony and relationship with God and 

one another. At one point in the conversation, I asked what the difference was between an 

“almost peace” or what looks like peace on the outside, and an “altogether peace” or a notion of 

“shalom.” Our Zoom Room was silent. I had to check and make sure that my connection was 

still on. Then Mary Jane Russell spoke up. 

 

Many of you know Mary Jane Russell for her tireless hours working the Rummage Sale. You 

might not know that she also leads our walk-in ministry which offers help to local families in 

need, with an emphasis on housing needs. Partnering with many other agencies, she helps 

families stay in their homes and stay warm in these cold winter months. She also works to help 

others find ways to find affordable housing. Thanks to gifts from the Rummage Sale as well as 

the Pastor’s Discretionary Fund, Mary Jane and her team care for Jesus when he shows up as 

people in need from throughout Oakland County. 
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This past week, however, Mary Jane was struggling. The needs were getting greater and more 

people were not able to get into housing. She knew of a family that was simply struggling to 

keep their car, which was their housing. While they were trying to do everything right, this time 

had devastated this family and the traditional avenues of assistance were not helping out. Every 

agency had been stretched thin and this family didn’t fit every category precisely. Mary Jane 

said, “I’m thinking about this family and the others that are lining up after them. They’re not 

experiencing peace right now. How will they know peace?” 

 

After a moment of silence, several of the women said, “How can we help?” Before I knew it, 

they were asking how they might send a gift to help through our discretionary fund because this 

was more than we usually are able to do. 

 

In that moment, a journey group of women on Tuesday morning went from talking about peace 

to seeking to see it established for another family. In a moment, they went from experiencing 

God’s gift of peace in their own lives to seeking to establish shalom in the lives of others who 

had experienced hardship due to a pandemic and a difficult economy. 

 

This Advent, we yet again prepare our hearts and our homes for the coming of the Prince of 

Peace. While we know that he came 2,000 years ago, we prepare for his coming again. We live 

in this time between what we have experienced as God’s peace and the reestablishment of 

shalom; a sense of wholeness for which the world longs, especially in this year. And God invites 

you and me to move from the experience of peace in our lives to the sharing of shalom; to the 

establishment of harmony and restored relationship with God and all of creation. What will we 

do with this gift of peace that God offers to us this Advent? How will you establish shalom? 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Isaiah 11:1-2a, 6-10, NRSV. 


