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Peace on Earth? 

CHRISTMAS MEDITATION:  

• There’s so much wrong in our world. 

• I don’t have to tell you—you know. 

• Someone a few weeks ago—a teacher I believe—said “There’s a meanness about folks right 

now.” 

• He’s right. 

• Hate crimes are on the climb. 

• Record-breaking gun violence. 

• Families disowning one another. 

• If this was a movie, we’d have a montage of unsavory headlines playing. 

• This plague—its exasperated all our preexisting troubles. 

• We’ve got this phenomena we’re calling “mass resignations,” and its affecting all sectors of 

our lives at all levels. 

• I have to tell you, most working people I talk to are having a hard time with their jobs. 

• School work is challenging normally—but its really hard right now. 

• Hospital work—none of us outside of this field can grasp how difficult this is. 

• No wonder people are leaving these roles. 

• But they’re not alone. 

• Kids have it rough right now.  

• And so do our eldest dear ones. 

• We’re broken. 

• We’re hurting. 

• We’re lonely. 

• We’re tired of waiting. 

• We want some sign that God is here. 

• That we’ll get through this moment. 

• That there will be “peace on earth.” 

• We can use some Christmas. 

 

• There’s a classic song many of us remember this time of year. 

• “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day.” 

• Since our service has largely been in a “lesson and carols” format, it seems appropriate to do 

a lesson on a “carol.” 

• This song is thought by some to be a triumphant piece of Christmas music. 

• But its origin is in deep lament. 

• Henry Longfellow wrote the poem that this song is based on. 

• One of America’s most famous poets. 

• And, really, it is much more like our biblical psalms of lament than it is one of triumph. 

• Longfellow wrote it in a season of deep grief. 

• 1 interrupted by bells on Christmas Day in 1863. 



 

• This was the 3rd Christmas that he was spending without his wife of 18yrs, Fannie. 

• She had died 2yrs earlier from a tragic accident—her dress caught fire. 

• Longfellow wore the scars on his body from trying to save her—in fact, he grew his iconic 

beard to cover up the ones on his face. 

• She left him to care for their 6 juvenile-aged children. 

 

• The 1st Christmas after her death, he said, “How inexpressibly sad are all holidays.” 

• The 2nd Christmas after her death, he said, “I can make no record of these days. Better leave 

them wrapped in silence. Perhaps someday God will give me peace.”  

• His grief was so deep that he was concerned he may be placed in an asylum. 

 

• And yet, despite this great ache, he still believed in peace. 

• Perhaps not peace for him, but peace for the world. 

• Peace in the ancient Christian, ancient Hebrew sense—that what is broken would be mended 

• That God is working to end the catastrophic harm humans too often bring on one another. 

• He was an abolitionist—he advocated to end slavery. 

• He believed that Black people, enslaved for 230yrs at that point, should be free. 

• His children—at least his oldest, Charles, also believed this. 

• And at 18yrs old, he left his father and enrolled in the North’s army without his father’s 

blessing. 

 

• Overall, Charles had a troubled time in the war. 

• Then, 1 month before Christmas, Longfellow received a telegram that his son had been shot 

in the face—and he quickly made his way to bring him home. 

• Luckily, Charles had not actually been shot in the face. 

• Unluckily, he was actually shot through his back—the bullet went through his left shoulder 

blade, nicked his spine, and exited his right shoulder blade. 

• He was not paralyzed, but when Longfellow gathered his son, the army told him that he 

could develop paralysis. 

• So now, here we are, a month later on Christmas Day, and Longfellow’s been caring for his 

oldest son—that he almost lost. 

• What does Christmas mean in such a time? 

• Let’s listen to, and unpack a bit, his words. 

 

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! 

• In this poem, the bells act like characters. 

• They don’t just make noise—they represent all Christmas carols. 



• They proclaim “peace on earth, goodwill to all”—or “men” as Longfellow says in the 

patriarchal language of the 1800s. 

• This line repeats for every verse of the poem. 

 

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! 

• To Longfellow, “peace on earth, goodwill to all” is the song of not just Christmas, but of 

Christianity—it’s the whole point of Christ, and of Christians. 

• And this song is “unbroken” because, despite the worst behavior of Christians, this has never 

stopped being what Christ, Christmas, and Christianity is supposed to be about. 

 

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! 

• This song the bells proclaim, its sweet and good to Longfellow. 

• It resonates with him. 

• In this next verse, the music of the bells is overwhelmed, and new characters enter. 

• Instead of the sublime ringing of the bells, cannons violenly thunder. 

 

Then from each black, accursed mouth (the “mouth” of the cannons) 

The cannon thundered in the South, 

And with the sound 

The carols drowned 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

• The cannons speak now—and they drown out the bells. 

• When the cannons open their “accursed mouths,” they do not speak words. 

• They just speak thunderous cacophony. 

 

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! 

• The cannons have shook the very earth, devastating the whole continent, even homes that 

were shaped by Christmas “peace” and “goodwill.” 

 

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!" 

• Longfellow, in his grief this Christmas, can no longer hear peace. 

• He doubts it exists at all, and he despairs. 

• The only sounds he hears are cannons, mocking the song, proclaiming nothing but hate. 

• It would be understandable if the song ended here. 

• Tragic, but understandable. 

• His wife is gone. 

• He is nursing his 18yr old son. 

• He, his family, his nation—his whole world—faces an uncertain future. 

• But the poem has 1 last verse. 

 

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." 

• The bells reenter the scene. 

• Now, it is they that overwhelm the noise of the cannons. 

• For this day, Christmas of 1863, it is they that drown out the noise of wartime instruments of 

death. 

• And their message, their Christmas declaration, is that God is there. 

• God is alive, awake, and will aid the prevailing of Right over Wrong. 

• The bells declare that there will, indeed, be peace on earth, and goodwill to all. 

 

• Longfellow says this in the midst of war. 

• He does not know how the Civil War will go. 

• He is making a declaration of hope, and of faith, but notice how open it is? 

• This is not a statement that he or his family will know such peace and mutual goodwill. 

• It is a statement that, in time, it will come to pass. 

 

• A few years after this poem was written, it was put to music. 

• References to the Civil War were removed, and it entered the realm of seasonal Christmas 

music. 

• We’re even going to sing a version of it, though with modernized music and phrasing. 

 

• Now, I have only experienced a fraction of Longfellow’s pain. 

• But I have, indeed, had moments of despair. 

• You have too.  

• Perhaps even this season—maybe even today. 



• When we can see that not all is well, when the cannons blast, it is difficult to hear the 

Christmas bells this season. 

• But that is why we’re here tonight. 

• To remember that the song of our faith rings on, and rings true. 

• “Peace on earth, and goodwill to all.” 

• That God is, indeed, present with us. 

• That Jesus is born to us—Immanuel—God in our midst. 

• And despite the great, harrowing cacophonies around us, this is not all that there is. 

• The times of trouble will not last for always. 

 

• Friends, reflect on the “Christmas bells” that are ringing for you. 

• What is giving you hope? 

• What is proclaiming peace to you? 

• What is granting you even the slightest joy today? 

• What is showing you love? 

• Reflect on those. 

• May we let those ring in our ears, and lift our spirits. 

• These are our signs that God “is not dead, nor doth God sleep.” 

• Our angelic voices proclaiming to us good news. 

 

• And may God carry our spirits through this season, and into the New Year 

• We carry the hope for, we pursue, and we live out peace and goodwill for all in cooperation 

with our God who is also busy with such work. 

• And in the meantime, lets enjoy the moments when the bells are louder than the cannons. 

• Lets enjoy those times when we find them, when hearth, home, and anywhere else are filled 

with love. 

• When we not only KNOW “God is with us,” but we FEEL and NOTICE God among us. 

• Now, lets sing together. 

 


