
“Who is Malachi?” 

Texts: Malachi 3:1-4 

 

One of my favourite Peanuts comic strips is the one with Lucy and Charlie Brown practicing 

football. In this strip, Lucy begs Charlie Brown to kick the ball. But Charlie Brown said, "Every 

time I try to kick the ball you remove it and I fall on my back." They went back and forth for 

the longest time and finally Lucy broke down in tears and admitted, "Charlie Brown I have been 

so terrible to you over the years, picking up the football like I have. I have played so many cruel 

tricks on you, but I’ve seen the error of my ways! I’ve seen the hurt look in your eyes when I’ve 

deceived you. I’ve been wrong, so wrong. Won’t you give a poor penitent girl another chance?" 

Charlie Brown was moved by her display of grief and responded to her, "Of course, Lucy, I’ll 

give you another chance." He stepped back as she held the ball, and he ran. At the last moment, 

Lucy picked up the ball and Charlie Brown fell flat on his back. Lucy’s last words were, 

"Recognizing your faults and actually changing your ways are two different things, Charlie 

Brown!"   

Repentance –- that is the big word in today’s sermon. Repentance means to change one’s mind 

and heart. It is to return to God’s ways. This is a prophetic call to change how one lives. Today 

we are going to learn about the prophet Malachi who speaks of a messenger who is coming "to 

prepare the way of the Lord" - someone who will purify the people’s hearts with a refiner’s fire 

and fuller’s soap. These images are both amazing and frightening. A refiner's fire is a hot blaze 

that melts metallic ores and brings their impurities to the surface. This reminds me of another 

story. A woman asked the silver smith, "How do you know when the silver is fully refined?" He 

smiled at her and answered, "Oh, that's easy when I see my image in it." The silver smith 

explained that in refining silver, one needed to hold the silver in the middle of the fire where the 

flames were the hottest in order to burn away all the impurities, thus making the silver pure. 

That is the power of a refiner’s fire. 

Fullers' soap is a strong, lye-based soap used to bleach the impurities from garments. Blazing 

fire and harsh soap, Advent gifts from the prophet Malachi. Now, I'll be the first to admit that 

neither of these things seem especially Christmassy. The messenger who prepares us in Advent, 



comes with melting flames in one hand and a laundry soap in the other. He comes to boil off the 

impurities in our souls and to apply a coarse scrub brush to our spirits. That’s a totally ouch! 

Malachi, whose name means “God’s messenger”, lays out the reasons for this needed refining 

and cleansing. He refers to events that took place in the mid-5th century BCE when the priests 

and false prophets of Israel have desecrated the temple with disrespectful sacrifices. The 

problem is clear: the people have turned away from God and need to be made clean. Repentance 

is the name of Malachi’s game. The people’s faithlessness has angered God and they must 

repent. Refining gold and cleaning garments are positive activities, but from the perspective of 

the gold and the clothing, the process holds the prospect of much pain and struggles. It is not an 

easy process.  

Although not part of our reading today, Malachi brings us closer to the banks of Jordan river, 

500 years later, where John the Baptist preaches Malachi’s favourite word, repentance. John’s 

ministry as we all know took place in the first century during the reign of Emperor Tiberius, 

when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea and Herod was ruler of Galilee - three infamous 

political leaders who were known for terror, cruelty, corruption and persecutions.  The priest in 

his temple, the governor in his palace, the emperor in the heart of imperial Rome--each one 

thought he was the center of his own little human world. That the Word of God comes to John 

the Baptist in the wilderness proves that these political and religious leaders are wrong in their 

presumptions. God’s voice comes through this honey & locust-eating prophet who invites 

everyone for a plunge in the waters of Jordan.  In Jesus’ time, bathing to cleanse oneself of sins 

was not unusual – the ritual bath, or mikvah, was prescribed for all Jews, a ritual act to remove 

that which was unclean. A bath that says it all: “Examine your life—examine your priorities, 

your values, and your behaviour. Check out your emotional, your spiritual, and your moral-

ethical life. Are you headed in the right, life-giving direction? Are you headed in the direction 

of God? And if not, then repent. Turn around. Have a change of heart.”  The people were ready 

to be offended, ready to be shaken up; they were desperate for someone to save them from 

imperial domination and oppression, earnestly longing to be turned around, or turned toward 

something or someone who could show them the way to salvation. Years ago, the old church 



father Tertullian said, “repentance should…prepare the home of the heart, by making it clean, 

for the Spirit of peace to enter.” 

The “way of peace” is not an easy path.  It is a hard road that takes humility, the will to change, 

and the strength to endure.  Peace starts by our being willing to look at ourselves—to take a 

good hard long look at ourselves: our self-indulgence, our need to control others, and our 

aggressive behaviors toward others that really amounts to a kind of violence.  But the “way of 

peace” goes further than just recognizing our shortcomings; it also takes us to the point of being 

willing to do something about them.  We have to choose, to change and to return to the way of 

peace.  And then, in order to preserve peace, we have to put forth the effort—sometimes time 

and time again—to maintain peace.  The “way of peace” is not an easy road! That’s why we 

need refining. That’s why we need soap to clean the dirt of our soul. That’s why we need a bath. 

It is not an easy process, of course. There is pain involved in refining and cleansing. But it is a 

process that is designed for our good, for our well-being, to prepare us for the coming of the 

Christ Child.  

The dark world of Malachi is not too far from our world today. The present world is in great 

distress. The roadway is choked with consumerism and materialism- people have been obsessed 

with hoarding wealth because of greed and lust for power. The desert is groaning from the cries 

of those whose human rights are violated, those who live in poverty, or those who were denied 

access to resources because of their gender, class, or ethnicity. The highway is barricaded with 

armaments and weapons of war and destruction. The valleys are filled with refugees - children, 

women, and men fleeing their homeland and seeking refuge from countries of wealth. The 

mountains of power have been the stronghold of leaders whose priorities are questionable. We 

hear of women who are victims of domestic violence, abused and without means of escape. The 

earth too is groaning in pain. We sacrifice animals, plants, soil, water, and air for the sake of 

those who wield the most power. Such is the dark side of our world. God’s word, spoken by 

Malachi is a voice meant for all people. The prophet declares: “God is not pleased with your 

lives and your intentions. Repent!” Repent of the things we do which betray the holiness and 

the love of God; the things we do which hurt our neighbours; the ways we hurt ourselves over 

and over again. Repentance means, in part, to turn away from the wrongdoings that separate us 



from God and from each other – the painful violence that rips apart communities, the more 

subtle violence of poverty, the ways we damage our earth. We turn toward LOVE and we find 

life. To repent is to renew. In the words of Richard Cardinal Cushing: “If all the sleeping folks 

will wake up, and all the lukewarm folks will fire up, and all the disgruntled folks will sweeten 

up, and all the discouraged folks will cheer up, and all the depressed folks will look up, and all 

the estranged folks will make up, and all the gossiping folks will shut up, and all the dry bones 

will shake up, and all the church members will pray up, . . . then we can have the greatest 

renewal this world has ever known."  

Fire and soap: Advent gifts from Malachi. A time for us to clean out all the gunk of our hearts 

and souls so we will be spic and span as we prepare to receive God’s gift of all – the birth of 

Jesus. Are you ready to take on this Advent journey? Amen. 

 

 


