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ADVENT LESSONS FROM HANDEL
AND HE SHALL SPEAK PEACE

Zechariah 9:9-10 & Matthew 5:3-12

The only time Jesus’ words are used in Handel’s Messiah is in the soprano aria near the end 
of Part One: Come Unto Him.  And in that aria his words are shifted from the first person to the third 
person: “Come unto him,” rather than “Come unto me” as recorded in Matthew’s gospel.

You see, in Handel’s Messiah, Jesus himself never appears.  All the way through, the words 
and music point to him, explain the meaning and significance of him, but he himself never shows up, 
nor do his words … except this once.  As in the classic movie about Jesus from the 1950’s The Robe, 
Jesus is never seen.  We know him only through the eyes of others.  I THINK there may be something 
important here.

And so, here are the words of Jesus that Handel and Charles Jennens, the man who 
collaborated with him on five of his oratorios, chose above all the words Jesus spoke to include in
the Messiah:

“Come unto me, you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take 
my yoke upon you and learn of me; for I am gentle and lowly of heart and you will find rest 
for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  (Matt. 11:28, 29)

If you were to create a gift box edition of Jesus’ favorite sayings for sale during the Christmas 
season, this is one that would definitely be included in the collection.

And what a welcomed promise it is: Rest for weary souls!  The sufferings, conflicts, 
worry and stress of our lives leave us exhausted … exhausted in SPIRIT.  


One psychiatrist, Willard Gaylin, writes that “feeling tired” may often have less to do with 

body-weariness and more to do with weariness of mind and spirit … a low-grade depression.

But in these wonderful words we often miss the hinge of the text, the key phrase …
three words: “LEARN OF ME.”

Learning IS the path to comfort, rest, peace. Not learning ABOUT him, but learning OF him.  It is 
learning as a way of life, as a form of spiritual practice.  

Disciple literally means “learner.”  I’ve mentioned Dallas Willard’s translation of the word 
“disciple” a couple of times to you.  Do you remember what it is?  For Dallas, a “disciple” in an
“apprentice” and here is how he defines “apprentice”:

“…someone who has decided to be with another person, under appropriate
circumstances, in order to be capable of DOING what that person DOES or to BECOME
what that person IS.” (The Divine Conspiracy)

This is what YOU and I set out to do when we BECOME “LEARNERS OF HIM,” whom we 
call the Christ.


This spiritual practice … this learning of Christ, is not only for OUR internal well-being 

alone … but also for the well-being of RELATIONSHIPS, COMMUNITIES and NATIONS.  This is 
what “SHALOM” means in the Hebrew tradition.  It involves ALL of life.
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In Handel’s Messiah, the soprano aria, Come Unto Him is paired with the alto aria He Shall 
Feed His Flock Like a Shepherd.  Much of the imagery we find in all four of the gospels of Christ being 
the Good Shepherd, comes from the prophet, Ezekiel’s description of a shepherd used to describe 
the good or godly king.  In Ezekiel 34, clearly we see the imagery of Christ as the shepherd-king, and 
what God and the King are up to:

“15I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the 
Lord God. 16I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the 
injured, and I will strengthen the weak …”
But it doesn’t stop there:

“The fat and strong I will watch over. I will feed them with justice.”

The fat and strong need watching over … lest they exploit the poor and weak.

I think there are some people who would NOT want those words of scripture posted in school 
classrooms, or for that matter, in the halls of congress.

The words of Isaiah, sung for you wonderfully in the Prelude today, reinforce the role of the 
Shepherd: “He shall feed his flock like a shepherd: he shall gather the lambs with his arm, and carry 
them in his bosom, and shall gently lead those that are with young.” (Isaiah 40: 11)

“Lambs” and “those that are with young” … It is the children and women of any city or 
country who experience most directly the “shalom” of their world … or lack there of.

The prophetic words of Zechariah, another of the texts Jennens and Handel chose to be a 
part of Messiah, show us with even more clarity what God’s intention for the shepherd-king is:

Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion Shout, 
O daughter of Jerusalem! 
Behold, thy King cometh unto thee! 
He is just and having salvation…

With the true shepherd-king there is justice in the land … for he is just; and with him he 
brings healing and wholeness … which is the root meaning of salvation.

Behold, thy King cometh unto thee…
humble and riding on a donkey,
on a colt, the foal of a donkey.

Yahweh’s king rides NOT on a stallion, a war horse, but on a donkey … as a SERVANT
of God’s people.  

And as you know, on that Palm Sunday long ago, Jesus staged his own entry into Jerusalem 
on a donkey to bring to mind these words from Zechariah.  The prophet goes on:

He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim
  and the warhorse from Jerusalem;
  and the battle-bow shall be cut off,
  and he shall speak peace to the nations;

In the translation of Handel’s day, the soprano sings, “And He shall speak peace unto 
the heathen.” But the Hebrew word “heathen” refers to ALL nations and peoples outside of 
Israel.

“And He Shall Speak Peace…” It seems a rather poignant cry in this world of ours …
armed in every corner with all the chariots and war horses and bows we can manufacture.  
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Here is a staggering statistic: The combined World military expenditure in 2008 was 
estimated to have reached 1.464 trillion dollars.  That is $217 for every person on the face of the
earth.  And we, here in this country, with our massive spending budget, now account for just under 
half of that world total at 41.5%.  (Stockholm International Peace Institute: 
http://www.globalissues.org/article/75/world-military-spending)

   Can this human race, created in the image of God, ever attain the divine glory and realize that 
our salvation, our healing and wholeness, is NOT going to be found in these things?  


Jesus spoke PEACE as a way of life. 
“Learn OF me,” he said, and we have no better place to start than the beginning of the Sermon 

on the Mount with the Beatitudes:
 Blessed, happy, dwelling in shalom, are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of God.

 Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  

 Blessed, happy, are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the things of God, for they 
shall be filled.

 Blessed, happy, dwellers in shalom, are the merciful, the givers of mercy, for they will receive 
mercy too.

 Blessed, happy are the pure in heart, whose hearts are set on one thing, pleasing God, for they 
shall see the One they love.

 Blessed, happy are the peacemakers, the makers and builders of peace, for they will be called 
the daughters and sons of God.

 Blessed are those who suffer persecution for the sake of God’s justice and righteousness, for 
the kingdom belongs to them.

 Blessed are YOU, Jesus said [shifting to the second person plural].  Blessed are YOU when 
people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my 
account.  Rejoice and be glad.  [Imagine THAT!?] For God’s reward will be great.  God’s 
prophets have always been reviled and persecuted.

“And He Shall Speak Peace...”  
And so shall WE who “learn OF him” and follow in HIS way.


I see you Speaking Peace every day in Jacksonville and in the Lakewood community.  I 

think of Pam and Chris Lawrence, the Carrs and so many others of you who once a quarter go down 
to the Suzbacher Center and prepare a meal for the needy … I see you Speaking Peace.  People 
like Linda Allen and Vickie Robinson, spending time at the Sanctuary on 8th Street, bringing food, 
supplying milk for the children there … I see you Speaking Peace.  Bill Walker, Megan and Michael 
Sullivan have been a part of the Mandarin Rotary Club for several years and have built a park for the 
children of Mandarin and financed water wells in needy parts of the world through the club … I see 
you Speaking Peace.  Ernst Mueller is the president of the Lakewood Community Association, a 
group who has been meeting for a number of years, enhancing the life of our little part of the city 
… I see you Speaking Peace.  The Bag Ladies, started by our own Pat Bloebaum, won the Peace 
banner of our Presbytery several months ago and just recently celebrated the completion of 1000 
gift bags … that’s over 1000 children of abuse helped in our city … I see you Speaking Peace.  

Walter Rauschenbusch, father of the social gospel in America, called a job a means of grace.  I 
know that many of you approach your jobs with this kind of thing in mind.  There are nurses and 
teachers and doctors and lawyers and engineers and supervisors and service technicians; Nita 
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Burger is the “hug lady” at Publix … the people you work with, the people you work for, are 
touched by the grace you exhibit in the workplace … I see you Speaking Peace.  

I could go on and on.  Please forgive all the obvious omissions.


“And He Shall Speak Peace…”  I close with two stories: The first of an African prince, and 
the second of a friend and attorney.

The African prince, Nelson Mandela, this man of royal African blood who spent twenty-
seven years in prison for his opposition to apartheid in South Africa.

I saw his speech on T.V. the day he was released from prison and spoke to over half a million 
people gathered in Cape Town.  Obviously graying and thinner than he once was, but with the 
passion of God’s justice still burning in his bones, he stood to speak.  He closed with words from his 
trial spoken twenty-seven years before:

I have fought against white domination and I have fought against black
domination. I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which ALL
persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I 
hope to live for and to achieve. But if need be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to 
die.


Second story: Mike Weaver was a member of my church in Oklahoma and a prominent 

attorney; a leader in our church, an elder, and about six years ago was appointed a federal judge in 
Oklahoma City … and well deserved I might add. Often we talked together as we played tennis.  
Mike shared with me one time about a big trial he was involved in.  He said that he needed more 
time to prepare adequately for his direct and so he went to the opposing lawyer, Duncan’s top 
prosecutor who was known to be very tough and aggressive (a guy actively seeking some sort of 
federal appointment).  Mike asked for his help in getting an extension.  Well, he refused to do so.  
Mike told me this was his response to the rebuff of the other attorney: “You know, one of these days 
our roles will be reversed.  You’ll need more time to prepare adequately for your client and you’ll 
ask for my help in getting an extension.  And you know what?  When you do … I’ll give it to you.”


“And He Shall Speak Peace...”  
And so shall WE … who LEARN OF HIM.

Amen and Amen.


