Silver Hair


Everyone loves a great story. That’s why Jesus told so many. It was a tradition of every wise Rabbi. This story I want to share today comes off the internet and it relates to a quote from Malachi 3: “He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver.”


This verse puzzled some ladies in a Bible study class, so they tried to discover its meaning. One of the ladies visited a silversmith and watched him at work. He held a piece of silver over the fire and heated it. He explained that to refine silver you need to hold it over the hottest part of the fire so it will burn away all the impurities.


The woman thought about us and how God might hold us in such a hot spot: “He sits as a refiner and purifier of silver”. She asked the artisan if it was true he had to sit there in front of the fire the whole time the silver was being purified. He not only said yes, but he explained that he had to keep his eyes on that silver the whole time. If the silver stayed in the fire too long, it would be destroyed.


The woman reflected for a moment then asked, “How do you know when the silver is fully refined?” “When I can see my image in it,” he replied. 


How does this story apply to real life? The best example I can think of is my father-in-law. My Dad had the silver hairs of wisdom to illustrate this story, but he had fewer of them. It’s a Rolheiser thing.


My Father-in-law Walter grew closer to the Lord in his later years. In his youth he had had some rough edges, as we all do, but the Lord led him on a sure path. As a grandfather to my children, he was kind, gentle and generous. He was the image of our heavenly Father in many ways. He was patient and prayerful, always there for the convocations or marriages of his grandchildren, even when he could scarcely walk the required steps or drive the many kilometers.


When he went into the hospital that final time for his heart operation, he was aware of the Jerusalem he might be entering. He asked us the morning of his operation, “Would anyone like to trade places with me?” After his operation I felt like St Peter looking at the coming sufferings of Christ in Jerusalem, “This must not happen to you” (Matthew 16:22). If he was to die, I preferred a quiet passing before he recovered from the anesthetic.


But the Lord had a greater plan in mind. The sufferings of the next month concluded with the refiner’s fire of the last hours of Walter’s life. We knew he was already in the Lord’s hands and that we could see Christ’s image in Walter’s suffering. I realized that his suffering and agony were part of a larger plan – they were united to the suffering of Christ which redeems us all. In the end all we could do was say “Amen”. I did try to sing a few allelujahs through my tears.
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