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The Peace that Refines      by Blair Odney 

 

As I prepared for this morning, I kept hearing these 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.” 

 

The returning exiles have a legitimate complaint against God.  Having believed the 

prophesies they heard while they were imprisoned as POW’s in the northern country of 

Babylon, or detained in something like house arrest, all for 70 years, nothing is as they 

expected when they returned. God is absent.  Their towns and cities destroyed, or 

infiltrated by gentiles.  So they set about to restore what looked like the former way of 

life, particularly in the temple.  They returned the temple leadership structures; they 

rebuilt the temple in 515 BCE; they returned to the keeping of kosher laws, but 

something was not right.  They still feel oppressed and God seems absent. 

 

So the writer of Malachi, which in Hebrew simply means “the messenger,” sets up the 

visions in four chapters of a trial of God.  It’s a good construct to get the people 

interested.  There is a need for God to return, there needs to be a time, a day of God’s 

coming when the days of old are restored.   

 

Christians tie this text directly to the story of John the Baptist, thinking the messenger 

preparing the way, is John, the son of Elizabeth, and distant cousin of Jesus.  

Furthermore, when the Christians compiled our version of the bible, we put Malachi as 

the last book before the New Testament, primarily because of this particular text, 

further advancing the idea that this messenger is preparing for a Messiah.  It also 

doesn’t help those of us today who have listened to the great Christmas oratoria, 

Messiah by Handel.  We know these words in our bones.   

 

“But who may abide the day of his coming.  And who shall stand when he appeareth?  

For he is like a refiner’s fire.”  This is the great bass solo recitative and aria from the first 

section of that wonderful work.   

 

But in order for us to get any relevance out of it, particularly on this Sunday in Advent 

when we sing of Christ’s peace, we have to keep Malachi in this context.  The people 

have a legitimate complaint that Yahweh God has not kept “his” side of the covenant – 

God is absent. And God has not overturned the tables of their sense of oppression .   



But Malachi was written some 5 decades after their return from Babylon and on behalf 

of the Yahweh God, he lodged an even greater complaint.   

 “But 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.” 

 

Temple life had become corrupt.  The leaders became agents of the Judaen Governer.  

The Jewish spiritual practices were inconsistent.  These Hebrew people may have 

wanted God to return in glory in the way they experienced God before their time in 

captivity, but according to the prophet, they would not be able to endure it. 

The Lord whom ye seek shall suddenly come to his temple.  God as messenger is 

coming, the one in whom you delight.  But who will endure it?  For that messenger, that 

God, is hot and burns like a refiner’s fire. Until God’s people shine like gold and silver. 

This messenger God is like an alkali soap, that bleaches stark white.  And on the day of 

God’s coming, Yahweh will burn and bleach until there is righteousness in the land.   

 

You see friends, throughout the scriptures, whenever the writers refer to the day of 

God’s coming and the fear of God, it is always directly linked to righteousness, to 

justice.  And on this Sunday when we wonder about the peace of Christ, the messenger 

in this prophesy is saying to the faithful folk then, and to us today, there is no peace 

without justice.  And peace does not mean the absence of conflict.  This message is a 

fresh today as it was when it was cast in the 5 century BCE…a message for us 

individually and as entire populations. 

 

Peace does not mean the absence of conflict.  I invite you to think of those times in your 

life when you have faced conflict. Hasn’t it usually been over something that stood in 

direct contrast to your sense of what was right, what was pleasing, what was peaceful 

in your little world.  Individual conflict is like a refining fire.  It can be hot.  And too 

often we avoid it because we don’t think we’ll survive the blaze. 

 

I remember last Spring, when my friend Marianna Harris stood at a meeting of 

Vancouver Burrard presbytery to present a motion that eventually found its way to the 

floor of the General Council in Ottawa this summer.  It was a motion to remove one 

little phrase from all of the pertinent policies and documents about Israel.  The phrase 

was “as a Jewish state.”   The right for Israel to exist has never been in question.  Ever.  

The right for Israel to exist peacefully is completely consistent with all of our values as a 

religious institution.   

 



But we learned that the phrase “as a Jewish state” was language that seemed to justify 

the way not only Muslim Palestinians were treated, but also the Christians living within 

Israel.  The church had been hearing from Jewish Christians that “as a Jewish state” sets 

up legislation that led to things like the wall separating the west bank.   

 

So Marianna simply suggested that, as a sign of solidarity with Jewish Muslims and 

Christians, who live under threat in their own land, the church simply remove that 

phrase in any document that refers to Israel’s right to exist.  The rhetoric showed up 

instantly in the debate. The threat of being labeled anti-Semitic was the first out of the 

debate gate.  And it just got more heated, citing threats to the long time relationship 

between the Canadian Jewish Congress and the United Church of Canada. The debate 

got as difficult as any nice white United Church folks can get.   

 

A representative from the Canadian Jewish free press spoke to the court in favor of the 

motion. It was the first time I’d heard someone who described himself as a political Jew, 

not a religious Jew, speak against his own people in the thorny debate about the Jewish 

– Palestinian relationships.  I remember him saying something like the anti-Semitic 

language is the first and loudest and strongest argument.  But what happened to my 

Jewish great uncle in the second world war, does not justify how my people treat 

Palestinians today.   

 

I voted in favour of the motion, because as the debate went on, I kept singing this line 

from Handel’s Messiah in my head.  “For he is like a refining fire.”  This debate was 

heated.  This debate promised to spark a national church debate on some of the same 

issues.  And I knew it could threaten our relationships.  We faced serious conflict 

among ourselves and with our Jewish neighbors and our national and international 

friends.  But I also knew it was time for those of us watching all of this from the 

sidelines to become informed at the very least.  I kept hearing in my own head, there is 

no peace without justice…and what’s happening is not just.  The motion passed and it 

eventually found its way to the floor of BC Conference and a version of it was sent to 

the General Council. You all know it wasn’t the only Israel Palestine motion to hit that 

floor of that meeting in August.  

 

Last night, at St. Clement’s Anglican Church, at the annual “With One Voice” concert 

my friend Lynne McNaughton, their priest, told me that she had tears in her eyes for 

most of the night. There was one moment in particular when she held her breath in 

quiet awe.  The Ismaili Muslim Adult Choir, sang a prayer for Jerusalem in Hebrew, in 

a Christian church.  “God would be pleased, don’t you think,” she asked me?   



It was a time to lay down any arms, any grudges, any anger.  It was a time to retire the 

stories embedded in our DNA about a chosen people and a holy land. It was a time to 

let religious bigotry die and new relationships be born in the grace of hearts united in 

song.   

 

I hold that moment out to you now as you think about the conflicts in your life, and the 

conflicts we witness.  Perhaps it’s time, to set it down.  Perhaps it’s time for all of us the 

world over, to set it down. Perhaps a new story needs to be written and we are its 

authors.   

 Then pealed the bells more loud and deep 

 God is not dead not does she sleep 

 The wrong shall fail, the right prevail 

 With peace on earth good will to all. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


