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How wonderful to hear the words of our morning anthem.  By its words we are invited to rejoice, give thanks, and sing.  Through its lyrics we hear the promise that our God is sovereign over all.  John Wesley, the author of these words, spreads glad news that Christ rules over death; and that with glorious hope we may rejoice for Christ the judge shall come.  But wait a minute, the coming of a judge usually portends a time of legal examination, a time when those who are judged as stepping outside the law find themselves subject to the law, its penalties and punishments.  Rejoice in glorious hope, the judge is coming?  Most people do not rejoice at the coming of the judge.
And the absence of rejoicing at the appearance of a judge was never more the case than for those who lived in Malachi’s time.  When the prophet Malachi announced that the messenger of God, the one who was to judge, was soon to appear the response was, “Who will be able to endure the day of his coming.  Who will be able to stand when he appears?”
   Despite the sentiments of the morning’s anthem, there was no rejoicing in Malachi’s time, and for good reason.

You see, Malachi was a prophet in the 5th century, before the Common Era.  By the time he arrived on the scene God’s people, the Israelites, had been through the mill and back.  By the time Malachi wrote, the history of God’s people included
 the roller coaster ride of following Abram into the desert, Joseph into Egypt, Moses out of Egypt, the judges in and out of trouble, several dozen kings in and out of even deeper trouble, and finally following the appetites of their lesser selves away from God and into a period of Babylonian exile; exile that caused them to be stripped of their glorious Jerusalem Temple, stripped of their ability to serve God in ancient and traditional ways, stripped of the very fabric of their lives, stripped of their hopes and their dreams so much so that the Psalmist says they sat down beside a stream and in a minor key sang, “By the rivers of Babylon . . . we wept, when we remembered Zion.  Though . . . our captors demand that we sing songs about our God, we ask, how can we sing the Lord’s songs in a strange land?”
  Stripped of everything that had once known.
By Malachi’s time God’s people had been to hell and back and their troubles were not over yet.  For even though Malachi’s words come to us from a time after the Israelites had been freed from their Babylonia captivity, after the Persian King, King Cyrus, had repatriated them to Jerusalem; things were not the same and they were not good. 
The Israelites’ had rebuilt their Temple but, it was not as grand as the one Solomon had built.  The way they were governed was not as it had been in David’s time; for now they were a vassal state of King Cyrus, and vassal states were not allowed to have their own kings.  Cyrus set up his own governor and his only nod to Israelite leadership was to allow for a class of priests to run the temple, but not the polis.  And what is more, the priests were blowing even their religious role, blowing it big time.

Enter Malachi with a word against the priests.  In chapter one Malachi says hey, priests, hey you guys God loves you and you are supposed to love God.  But now that you are back at home, now that you once again are free to worship God in God’s Temple you bring blemished sacrifices.  You bring crippled and diseased animals.  You bring stuff you would not take to that Governor Cyrus placed over you.
  Priests, this is not good, it’s not good at all and God is not pleased.  
Malachi spoke with authority because the priests knew it was among their tasks to bring the best sacrifice to the Lord.  Substandard sacrifices would not do for a God who had delivered you from the Egyptians, kept your shoes from wearing out during the Exodus, preserved your bodies and souls while in exile and brought you safely to the land that had been promised to your ancestors.  And, there was another reason shoddy sacrifices would not do.  You see the sacrifice, once it was given in love and in honor to God, was then cooked and shared with the priests and the people who did not have enough of their own.  The sacrifice was shared with the least and the left out.  When the priests bought junk to God, Malachi said, they not only offended God but they disrespected those who counted on God’s table to be blessed.  Not good, not good at all.

And what is more, God deemed it fitting and right that the priests come to their tasks in the Temple with clean hands, both literally and metaphorically.  Clean hands represented holiness, for God wanted the priests to be holy as God is holy.  Clean hands represented the absence of trickery and duplicity.  God wanted the priests to have clean hands so that they might be trusted by the people, so that the people would come to them with their needs and their hopes and in turn, the priests would advocate for the people, they would go before the Lord in intercessory prayer.  God wanted the priests to bring the best sacrifices so that they could feed the physical needs and have clean hands so that they might meet the spiritual needs of God’s people.  But the priests refused to do as God instructed them to do.  

And so, in chapter three, according to Malachi, the judge was ready to come and it was not going to be a pretty picture.  For the God of all the universe was prepared to send a judge with plagues reminiscent of the ones that Egypt had seen.  Malachi’s God was ready to send out a judge equipped with fire and hail, earthquakes and storm.  Indeed this God was well able to dispatch a judge capable of deluging the earth with water or with winds strong to destroy.

If I had been a pastor or a priest in Malachi’s time I would not have been singing as the quartet sang, rejoice.  I would have been running to the hills fearful that the judge was coming and I had nowhere to hide.  Who will be able to stand, who will be able to endure the day of the Lord’s coming, the day the judge appears?
God could have come in all the ways already mentioned; but instead – as we hear the story of Malachi unfold – God comes in judgment using metaphors meant not to rid the world of the priests but to redeem the priests for the world.
God in Malachi, comes as a silversmith and a laundress.  Those who heard Malachi’s words would have understood that the tasks of a laundress were one done with love and to honor.  It was the laundress’ task to present her family as clean in clothing and respectful in appearance, for all to see.  The laundress’ was most likely a woman and a mother, one who worked not for wages but for the honor of her family.  Her soap dislodged the dirt from the outside realms and made those she loved welcome in the places they went.  

God’s coming messenger, God’s coming judge, could have come in any manner but the image that Malachi gives us is one of a loving hand that says you have soiled yourself, or soiled your things; but I can make you clean.  I can purify you.  I can take away that which would bring you shame.  Malachi says to God’s priests you have soiled yourself with behaviors that are not of me, but I love you so much,
 I will cleanse your hands from bringing animals that are blemished or diseased.  I will cleanse your lips from speaking words that do not carry the truth of my message.  I come with a laundress’ soap to cleanse your eyes so that you can see the widow and fatherless, the laborers and the aliens among you; cleanse your eyes of the dirt of selfishness and preference for those who are not poor; cleanse your eyes so you can serve those I send into your midst.  God says I come with a purifying agent, as a purifying agent, so I may cleanse you of your former ways; so that you might look different, be different, be holy for me.   

But that’s not all; that’s not even enough!  Malachi tells us that God comes not only with a laundress’ soap but with a silversmith’s fire.
   In Malachi’s day the purpose of a silversmith’s fire was to draw out the impurities, impurities from the inside, that would hinder the silver from being its brightest, being it’s strongest, being its best.  
And there is something about the silversmith and his fire that we must understand.  The smith would first stoke the fire, making it as hot as possible.  And then he – for in Malachi’s day he would have been a he – he would lean in, holding the silver over the hottest part of the fire, because only the hottest flames can burn impurities away.   During the entire process of refining the smith would sit close, withstanding the searing heat of the flames.  And not only would he sit close, suffering heat and danger; with an intensity and a commitment beyond measure he would train his eye on the metal ore never looking away.  For if the silver was left in the fire a moment too long, it would be destroyed.  And how did the refiner know when the silver was fully refined?'  Contemporary silversmiths tell us the answer to that question is easy; silver is fully refined when it reflects the image of its refiner.  
Using these images, God through the prophet Malachi says to the priests, things and ways that are not of me have crept into your lives and into your service.  You have become soiled and impure, but like a laundress’ dedication and a refiner’s commitment, I will work with you, I will stay with you, I will love you enough to not give up on you and I will refine you until you are clean on the outside and pure on the inside.  I will work with you until you appear as I intended you to appear, until I can see in you my image and my likeness.  To the priests of Malachi’s day, the God who loved them said I want you to be equipped to participate with me; I want you to have clean hands and a pure heart as you represent me, and so I come with a laundress’ soap and a refiner’s fire not to destroy but to redeem.

And what has this to do with us today.  Through Malachi God spoke these words of hope to the priests.  And through the Apostle Peter, God speaks to us the same words today.  For Peter tells us that you and I are a chosen nation, a holy people, a royal priesthood.  We are God’s contemporary priesthood, a priesthood of all believers.  We are the ones God longs to have participate in the plan of the Almighty.  We are the ones whom the Lord longs to walk with, to rely on; to trust with the words the world needs to hear.  We are the ones who in our day must bring the best of our sacrifice – a sacrifice of time, of talent, of tithes, of tenacity – bring the best so that God’s name may be praised and those who are without enough may be fed literally and spiritually.  We are the ones who must speak with clean lips the truth of God’s word.  We are the ones who must see with Christ’s eyes the widow and fatherless, the laborers and the aliens who others long to oppress or ignore.  We are the ones to whom Malachi now speaks, to whom Peter now speaks; the ones whom God wants to be clean outside and in.  

What do I mean, be clean?  My brothers and sisters, each of us is human, each of us has within us aspects of our being that keep us from being the best that we can be for God and for the world.  One of the most powerful lessons I ever learned I learned from a pastor in Boston.  His name is Ray Hammond and he told me one day, we are human, we have failed, but God does not want us to spend one moment pretending about what we are not but to spend all of our moments transforming into the one God calls us to me.  Each of us has within us habits and ways, thoughts and fears that like silver before the refiner’s fire keep us from being our brightest, our strongest, our best.  Some of us have doubts that hinder our faith.  Some of us have histories that cloud our service.  Some of us have hurts that cause us to stumble.  Some of us have anger that keeps us at bay.  But the God who spoke through Malachi still speaks and says I have the power to purify, to remove those things that are in your way, to create in you cleans hearts and renewed spirits.  I have the power and I come to do so with a laundress’ soap and a refiner’s fire because I love you with an everlasting love.

This day, as we leave Malachi’s priests, unless we read the rest of the book we will not know how they finally respond.  But this day, we do not leave our own lives, we – you and I – have the chance to say to the God that loves us, cleanse us with your love and power, make us into your modern day priesthood ready to speak your truth, serve your world and stand as your ambassadors; ambassadors of hope and love, righteousness and power.  
You and I have the chance to welcome God’s power to change us so that truly we can say we are called to be God’s people, called to be God’s servants, called to be God’s prophets, called to be God’s priests.  In the beauty of this place, please close your eyes and pray with me.  God, you know what is in me, you know what is in each of us, that needs the touch of your cleansing hand, your laundress’ soap, your refiner’s fire.  Come and cleanse us, make us new so that we can not only sing our closing song but live its words in truth and power.  Come that we may know you in new and deeper ways, come so that you may truly know us as your people.  This we pray in Jesus’ name.  Amen.  
� These words may be familiar to those who love the Handel’s Messiah, for they are quoted as part of a the piece.


� For those so inclined, a helpful (though arguably debatable) tool to follow the history of the Hebrew people can be found at the following website:  http://www.abiblestudy.com/index.html.


� Psalm 137:1-4.


� Malachi 1:18.


� Malachi 1:6-14.


� See Malachi 1:2.


� Malachi 3:3.
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