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Advent Peace – I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day 
 
Peace.  Most would tell you that the meaning for peace is the absence of war, or the 
lack of chaos in our lives.  I can say that I believe that is true, but that idea does not fully 
express the meaning of all that the word peace encompasses.  Let me tell you a story 
about loss, heartbreak, and despair, and then, still being able to find peace in the Peace 
of Christ.   
 
In 1861, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, one of Americas most notable poets, was 
sleeping in his study while his wife was in another room putting locks of their children’s 
hair into envelopes and then sealing them with hot wax.  Suddenly, Longfellow was 
awakened by screams from his wife as her dress had caught fire.  She rushed into his 
study to move away from the children as Longfellow tried to stifle the flames with a 
small rug, and as the rug was to small, he ended up using his body to extinguish the 
remaining flames.  Francis, his wife, was burned very badly and succumbed to her 
injuries the following morning.  Longfellow was severely injured himself and was 
hospitalized with severe burns, so much so that he was unable to attend the funeral for 
his wife.  He was badly burned over the lower part of his face and neck, and grew his 
trademark beard to cover the scarring, thus becoming the man we know from the 
photos. 
 
“How inexpressibly sad are all holidays.” Nearly a year after the accident he wrote, “I 
can make no record of these days. Better leave them wrapped in silence. Perhaps 
someday God will give me peace.” Longfellow’s journal entry from December 1862 
reads, “‘A Merry Christmas’ say the children, but that is no more for me.”  
 
As if that weren’t enough grief for one man, in 1863, during the height of the American 
Civil War, his son Charles joined the Union Army without his father’s permission.  
Longfellow, who wasn’t without connections, managed to secretly secure a Lieutenant’s 
commission for his son hoping it would keep him farther from the front lines.  
Unfortunately, that didn’t keep him from the fighting.  In late November of 1863 Charles 
was shot through the shoulder, with the bullet passing just under his shoulder blade and 
nicking his spine.  Longfellow learned of this and brought his son home to heal, and that 
healing took months.  Charles would survive his injuries, but was never the same after.  
That November, Longfellow’s pen fell silent for quite some time.  When he picked up his 
pen again for the first time, he penned the words to “Christmas Bells” on Christmas Day 
1863 while listening to one of the local churches in Cambridge, Mass., ringing its bells to 
celebrate the birth of Jesus. 
 
 

I heard the bells on Christmas Day 
Their old, familiar carols play, 
And wild and sweet 
The words repeat 
Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 



And thought how, as the day had come, 
The belfries of all Christendom 
Had rolled along 
The unbroken song 
Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

Till ringing, singing on its way, 
The world revolved from night to day, 
A voice, a chime, 
A chant sublime 
Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

Then from each black, accursed mouth 
The cannon thundered in the South, 
And with the sound 
The carols drowned 
Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

It was as if an earthquake rent 
The hearth-stones of a continent, 
And made forlorn 
The households born 
Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

And in despair I bowed my head; 
“There is no peace on earth,” I said; 
“For hate is strong, 
And mocks the song 
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!” 

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep: 
“God is not dead, nor doth He sleep; 
The Wrong shall fail, 
The Right prevail, 
With peace on earth, good-will to men.” 

This poem becomes the Christmas Hymn “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day” when in 
1872, John Baptiste Calkin set the poem to music.  When introduced, the fourth and fifth 
stanza were removed, as Calkin thought them too political.  We can see how Longfellow 
moves from familiar and sweet into despair and tragedy and comes out the other side 
into a deeper peace than he had known for some time.  It is a view from someone who 
lived through war, tragedy, and knowing the lack of peace, into being able to see peace 
and good will and share with us that God is not dead, and He doesn’t sleep, and these 
things are not lost on Him. 
 

1. What struggles are you experiencing this season that are keeping you from 
knowing the peace of God? 

2. Have you misplaced your hope in worldly things or people that have also caused 
you to misplace your peace? 



3. What actions can you put in place to regain your peace? 
 
Peace is a gift from God.  In our scriptures, we learn that the word shalom is used 
regularly with the meaning of peace.  So, just as the word peace means more than the 
lack of war, the meaning for shalom is also much more robust and deeper than the 
simple English word for peace.  In the Bible, the word shalom is most commonly used to 
refer to a state of affairs, one of well-being, tranquility, prosperity, and security, or 
circumstances unblemished by any sort of defect. Shalom is a blessing, a manifestation 
of divine grace.  It is also known as a greeting, to say both hello, and goodbye. 
 
I believe that people in our world only understand the inverse meaning of peace,  
meaning they understand the lack of or absence of war, or personal strife, or trouble, or 
commotion of some kind.  We know how it feels to be in a calm quiet place, but is that 
really understanding peace?  Or, is that just feeling the absence of commotion?  Do we 
really know peace as that manifestation of God’s divine grace?   I know that I struggle 
with this and obtaining peace is still something I strive for.  I believe that perhaps, we as 
Americans, find it hard to truly know peace because we have never learned to be still,  
to be still and know that God is God and He is there for us.  He desires a relationship 
with us. 
 
It should also be understood that the biblical meaning for the word peace isn’t devoid of 
troubles.  We can be in the middle of the worst day imaginable, but still have the peace 
of Christ.  Perhaps that’s why Paul used the words, the peace that surpasses every 
thought? 
 

Phillipians 4:4-8  4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your 
graciousness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6 Don’t worry about 
anything, but in everything, through prayer and petition with thanksgiving, let your 
requests be made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses every 
thought, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 

 
Paul also tells us that he can be calm in any circumstance.  Then, he proves it by 
having the peace to be able to sing songs while in jail in Philippi.  Where does one get 
the strength to have that kind of peace, to find the ability to remain upright and content 
in the face of adversity and trouble?  Jesus gives us some insight in the book of John: 
 

John 14:27-31  27 “Peace I leave with you. My peace I give to you. I do not give to 
you as the world gives. Your heart must not be troubled or fearful. 28 You have 
heard Me tell you, ‘I am going away and I am coming to you.’ If you loved Me, you 
would have rejoiced that I am going to the Father, because the Father is greater 
than I. 29 I have told you now before it happens so that when it does happen you 
may believe. 30 I will not talk with you much longer, because the ruler of the 
world is coming. He has no power over Me. 31 On the contrary, I am going away so 
that the world may know that I love the Father. Just as the Father commanded 
Me, so I do. 

 
 



Jesus tells us that He was going to the Father, but in His absence, He would leave us 
His peace.  He leaves with us the Holy Spirit, who helps us produce the Fruit of the 
Spirit.  One of those fruits is Peace… So, logically, I say that our peace is a gift from 
God that is presented to us from the Holy Spirit.   
 
 

1. How do you see yourself understanding the word peace?  What does peace look 
like in your life? 

2. What do you do to “rejoice” so that Gods peace may guard your heart? 
 

LIGHTING THE ADVENT CANDLE OF HOPE  

As you light the candle of hope and peace this week  
consider asking the following questions, one each night.  
 
How is Jesus the peace of the world? 
How is Jesus the peace of our nation?  
How is the Jesus the peace of our neighborhood?  
How is Jesus the peace of our friends?  
How is Jesus the peace of our own lives?  
 

CONCLUDING MEDITATION  

“‘Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the Children of God.’ The 
followers of Jesus have been called to peace. When He called them they found their 
peace, for He is their peace. But now they are told that they must not only have peace 
but make it. And to that end they renounce all violence and tumult. In the cause of 
Christ nothing is to be gained by such methods. His kingdom is one of peace, and the 
mutual greeting of his flock is a greeting of peace. His disciples keep the peace by 
choosing to endure suffering themselves rather than inflict it on others. They maintain 
fellowship where others would break it off. They renounce all self-assertion, and quietly 
suffer in the face of hatred and wrong. In so doing they overcome evil with good, and 
establish the peace of God in the midst of a world of war and hate. But nowhere will that 
peace be more manifest than where they meet the wicked in peace and are ready to 
suffer at their hands. The peacemakers will carry the cross with their Lord, for it was on 
the cross that peace was made. Now that they are partners in Christ’s work of 
reconciliation, they are called the sons of God as he is the Son of God.”  
~ Dietrich Bonhoeffer1  

                                                
1 Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German pastor, theologian, anti-Nazi dissident, and key founding member of 
the Confessing Church. His writings on Christianity's role in the secular world have become widely 
influential, and his book The Cost of Discipleship has been described as a modern classic. 
 



 

 

PRAYER  

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

(The Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi)  
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