
Sunday Sidebar:  December 9, 2018 

 

Peace on Earth... 

     Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s first wife died in 1835; he then remarried in 1843. They had a son, 
Charles, and in 1861, Henry’s beloved wife, Fannie, died in a house fire. Henry himself had been badly 
burned trying to save her; so bad were his wounds that he couldn't even attend her funeral.  The iconic 
bushy beard he wore afterward, was grown to hide his disfiguring burn scars.  

     Eighteen months later, Henry found himself caring for his son Charles, who had been badly 
wounded in one of the battles of the Civil War.  As the Christmas season approached, Henry was all 
too aware of the contrast between what was, and what should be.  He was filled with sadness and 
worry and grief.  Henry wrote to a friend that he was "outwardly calm but inwardly bleeding to death" 
from his grief and sadness.   

     For some of us, this Christmas, we too are keenly aware of the contrast between happier years 
gone by, and the loss and absence of a loved one that we may feel this Christmas…It can be easy to 
lose our focus, and see, rather than the light of the world and the gift of God's son, only the darkness 
and the loneliness. 

     As the Civil War raged on that Christmas of 1863, Henry, an abolitionist, worried that he might lose 
his country.  Indeed, the casualties had been great that year -  51,000 Americans had died in the Battle 
of Gettsyburg alone.  Saddened by loss, hurt by the cost of war, struggling with grief, and poignantly 
feeling that empty place in his heart, Henry woke on Christmas day and wrote:  

 

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 as the canons thundered in the South,  Henry wrote more: 

 

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!" 

  

     We understand that sentiment all too well, do we not?  There is so much hatred, strife, and pain in 
life…  How do we reconcile all of these negative and unpleasant experiences, to the peace, hope, joy 
and love of Christmas?  How can we sing the songs of faith when we are hurting so much? 

     I’m sure Henry struggled with that, too, but in the shadow of the brilliant light of Christmas, in the firm 
grip of God’s grace, Henry somehow found a way through it…for he didn't end his poem with that 
stanza.  He wrote on: 

 

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. 

 

     Somehow, the grace of God touched Henry in the midst of his agony and hope was refreshed.  That 
resilient, tenacious, unrelenting hope that will not let us go! 

     The world needs that hope today, as much as it ever has.  How can we, as Christian folks, 
demonstrate and testify to hurting and suffering people, about the goodness of God and the hope and 
peace of Christmas?  By finding the courage to stand in the space between what should be and what 
is.  How are you sharing the peace and hope this Christmas? 

 



Second Sunday of Advent - PEACE 

     Peace.  The angels sang about it:  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth, peace, good will 
toward men.” Peace as a term is pretty trendy at Christmas, but if it’s just a cute phrase we scribble on 
a Christmas card, it doesn’t mean much.  How often do we actively work at promoting that peace on 
earth?  Are we peacemakers in our own families?  Or do we let our hurts and hang ups bring discord?  
Do we get upset at friends and neighbors who don’t celebrate the holidays the way we do, or celebrate 
for the wrong reasons?  Or do we work to build community with everyone?  Do we refer to people in 
other countries with ridicule or do we speak of them as our brothers and sisters? 

     Peace on earth began in the incarnation, with the birth of Jesus, the Prince of Peace.  But peace on 
earth grows through healthy and peaceful attitudes of Christians, towards others. 

 


