
Advent 2, 2016, Peace, Isaiah 11 

 When Phil and I take our morning walks before work, we generally walk by a number of 

school bus stops with groups of children waiting to be picked up.  It brings back memories for 

both of us of the olden days when we waited for a school bus to come and haul us and our 

neighborhood friends to school for the day.  But there’s a difference between the groups gathered 

waiting for the school bus from our childhood days and the present day, between then and now—

do you know what that difference is?  Without exception, in the present time, there are several 

parents standing with the children at each of the bus stops along the way.  And not just one 

parent; if there are say, 6 kids, there’s probably 3 or 4 parents.  And that just didn’t happen in my 

day.  We kids stood there alone, in the dark, yes, and waited with just each other, without adult 

supervision.  This difference is a small but telling detail, and here’s what it speaks of to me:  we 

are less trusting and more fearful than we used to be, especially in regards to our children, those 

vulnerable, young ones.  What do we fear?  We fear danger. We fear predators.  And not so 

much wild animal kind of predators, but human predators, predators that prey on defenseless 

children.  Yes, we might also fear that our kids will run out in the street while waiting and get hit 

by a car in the dark of winter mornings, but this parental supervision happens year round.  So it’s 

more than that.  The parent’s presence implies to me that we fear that our children will be taken 

and harmed by some ill-intentioned adult.  We see the world as potentially a dark, violent, 

chaotic place.  And we are particularly fearful for children, because they are innocent and small 

and vulnerable to predators. 

 What a striking contrast from our world view, then, we discover in Isaiah’s vision from 

chapter 11 in our Old Testament lesson this morning.  The second half of this lesson paints a 

picture for us. Indeed there are many works of art that are based on these picturesque words; one 



artist alone, Edward Hicks, painted 62 versions of a painting entitled “The Peaceable Kingdom”, 

in response to these verses.  He was a devout Quaker in the 1800s in Pennsylvania, and many of 

you may have likely seen one of the 62 versions of that painting.  No wonder these verses are 

portrayed visually, because they present an unlikely and beautiful vision:  animals and children 

that would normally be at odds with one another, predators and prey, aggressors and victims, are 

instead together in perfect harmony.  Kind of like we hope our Living Nativity will go in about 

an hour, right?  Placid animals and well-ordered children?  Maybe not, but in these verses from 

Isaiah, wolves and leopards are lying beside lambs and goats; lions and calves are beside one 

another, and a little child can lead them.  Not only are cows and ox grazing on grass, but so are 

bears and lions.  Babies play safely by asps, and toddlers put their hands into the den of 

poisonous adders.  No one is hurt; no one is destroyed; because the very earth is so full of the 

knowledge of the Lord.  It’s an amazing vision of peace, where no predators hunt the weak, 

where the food chain no longer involves violence, where parents don’t fear for their children’s 

safety, and where all of Creation is radically and profoundly re-ordered in the direction of peace.  

 Peace is one of the predominant themes of Advent and Christmas, is it not?   What do the 

angels sing as Christ is born?  “And on earth peace, good will among all.”  Christ’s birth is 

heralded by songs of peace. We often send Christmas cards or sing carols that contain words 

about peace.  This morning, after lighting the Peace candle on the wreath, we sang one of my 

favorite Christmas carols---It Came Upon the Midnight Clear-- and it contained the words: 

“Peace on the earth, good will to all, from heaven’s all gracious King.  The World in solemn 

stillness lay to hear the angels sing.” 

 I love that poetry: “ the world in solemn stillness lay”.  I had a moment a week or so ago, 

when I took a walk by myself in the last light of late afternoon in the woods by our home.  I was 



struck by how absolutely still and quiet it was.  And the feeling it produced within was one of 

solemn peace….a kind of serious awe and wonder.  But those moments are few and far between, 

truth be told.  Not only now, but even when the angels first sang of peace, peace was in short 

supply. We realize that the ancient world, ruled by Rome, enjoyed a peace of sorts---the pax 

romana, it was called.  It was peace in the sense of order and stability, but they were brought 

about by an iron fist, by military might and occupation of weaker nations.  So, occupied 

countries, like the Palestine of Christ’s birth, seethed with resentment against their Roman 

occupiers. Besides, the night of Christ’s birth was a census taking time, a task performed to make 

taxing the occupied people more efficient.  Reporting for the census of Roman occupiers was no 

glad journey for any Jew, including Joseph and Mary.  Particularly Joseph and Mary, with Mary 

expecting a baby at any moment. Very likely Bethlehem was not particularly peaceful that 

evening, but instead full of angry political discussions and complaints about Roman taxation.  

The small town of perhaps 150-200 people---similar in size to our own village, perhaps?---had 

likely swelled significantly as folks returned there to register, kind of like our North Shore towns 

swell significantly during tourist season or for events like our Julebyen weekend.  But, whereas 

our communities are tourist oriented and provide lodging and food for travelers, Bethlehem did 

not.  People didn’t normally make pleasure trips to Bethlehem.  So, peace and good will don’t 

seem to have been on display when this young pregnant woman was turned away from lodging 

possibilities. Bethlehem, crowded, noisy, and filled with unhappy and argumentative folks, was 

probably no more full of peace on that night than is our present world on any given night.  Is 

there peace in Aleppo?  Is there peace at Standing Rock?  Is there peace on the streets of our 

cities, with drug addiction and violence running wild?  Is there peace in our government, torn by 

dissension and division?  One of my favorite prayers is this:   “O God,  it is your will to hold 



both heaven and earth in a single peace. Let the design of your great love shine on the waste of 

our wraths and sorrows, And give peace to your Church,  peace among nations, peace in our 

homes, and peace in our hearts.”   I love how those concentric circles of peace are laid out for us: 

broader to narrower—peace in your church, (which encircles the world),  among nations, in our 

homes, in our hearts.  And yet I suspect that if we evaluated each of those circles, we would 

discover an absence of peace.  Is the Church at peace?  Not so sure about that.  There is a 

tendency for division and strife both between denominations and within denominations, all the 

way down to the individual congregations.  Is there peace between nations or within nations?  

Self-evidentially, no. Check out the news.  Peace in our homes?  I hope so.  But many a home is 

witnessing brokenness or sorrow or strife.  Peace in our hearts?  Maybe.  Or maybe not.  Maybe 

anxieties and doubts and stress and anger steal our peace.  Maybe we find our hearts to be 

reflections of the lack of peace all around us, so that lack of peace is not only around us, but also 

within us.   

 Our reality, then, seems such a far cry from this astonishing picture of peace that we find 

in our verses from Isaiah 11.   We know all too well that predators still feast on prey, and the 

vulnerable still are beset by the aggressive. Lions have not turned vegetarian, and we would 

certainly not allow our children to stand alone at the bus stop, much less to play with poisonous 

snakes.  The people of Isaiah’s time longed for peace.  The people of Christ’s time longed for 

peace.  And so do the people of our time.  Including us. Where is this peace? 

 The Christmas story would suggest, as does our bulletin cover, that peace will not be a 

where, but rather a who.  Peace will be brought about and fleshed out in an individual, in an 

incarnate God of the galaxies who takes on human flesh---not as a mighty warrior, armed either 



with ancient spears or with automatic weapons.  This one from God will exercise a different kind 

of power, work from a different source of strength, altogether.  Isaiah speaks of One with 

wisdom, knowledge, and humility before God.  One who doesn’t judge by appearances or 

hearsay, but Who judges and decides with equity and righteousness, and who understands the 

struggles of the poor and the meek.  This One’s words, rather than armaments, will destroy 

enemies.  And this One will usher in that vision of peace, that peaceable kingdom, where the 

reality of all creation is radically reordered.   

 Not only Christ’s birth, but also his life, embodied peace. Recall that when  he and the 

disciples are in a boat that is threatening to sink amidst stormy waves, Jesus says to the storm, 

“Peace.  Be still.”  Reflect that several of his miracles of healing end with Jesus telling the one 

healed: “Go in peace.”  Think of the words Jesus shares with his friends at the Last Supper in 

John 14: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.  I do not give to you as the world 

gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not let them be afraid.”   

 The peace that Christ gives, that is distinct from whatever the world may give us, has its 

roots in the Hebrew word, “Shalom.”  Shalom is peace, but it is a richer word than we may 

realize.  Is peace simply the absence of conflict?  If so, will any of us ever be truly at peace?  

Conflict is as much a part of life as breathing.  Shalom is not so much a word describing the 

absence of something, like conflict, trouble, or war.  It’s instead a word describing the fullness of 

something: to experience shalom means to experience wellness, wholeness, completeness.  The 

presence of God is associated with such shalom throughout the Old Testament.  In the New 

Testament, the Greek word for peace, hearkens back to shalom.  Jesus and the early church used 

peace in the same way as in the Old Testament.  It connotes a completeness, a wholeness, a 



wellness.   Peace is not a word that describes an absence of problems for us; it is a word that 

describes the fullness of the blessing of God’s presence with us.  When we are blessed with 

God’s peace, we have a sense of wholeness or wellness, even if there may be conflict or troubles 

outside and within us.  

 One illustration of this is found in the composition of the carol that our quartet will sing 

during the offering.  This carol, “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day” was written during the 

Civil War, a time of intense strife, by the famed poet, Henry Longfellow.  His beloved wife had 

died recently in a freak accident with a candle, where her hair and clothing caught on fire.  His 

son, against his wishes, had run off to join the fighting in the War and been severely wounded.  

On Christmas Day, 1863, Longfellow sat and wrote these words:  “I hear the bells on Christmas 

Day their old familiar carols play, and wild and sweet, the words repeat, of peace on earth, good 

will to all.”  But then reflecting on his own life and the anguish of an entire nation, he wrote, 

“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 all.”  A sentiment with which we could certainly agree.   

 But, the poem ends on a note of hope:  “Then pealed the bells more loud and deep, God is 

not dead, nor does God sleep.  The wrong shall fail; the right prevail, with peace on earth, good 

will to all.”   Longfellow, like Isaiah, like Christ, like us, holds out hope for that vision of peace, 

that peaceable kingdom, where there is no more violence, fear, or predation.  It is crucial that we 

continue to seek that peace—not because we can attain it, but because it points us in the direction 

that God wills for us and our world.  Every act in which we help our neighbor in need or seek a 

more just world, brings us a little closer to that peaceable kingdom.  And we take such action 

rooted in our faith in Christ; the One Who is our peace.  We bring to him the heart cries of our 

own sorrows and of a world in turmoil, and there we find a source of solace, strength and 



serenity.  In that Spirit let us close with that pray I mentioned earlier::   “O God,  it is your will to 

hold both heaven and earth in a single peace. Let the design of your great love shine on the waste 

of our wraths and sorrows, And give peace to your Church,  peace among nations, peace in our 

homes, and peace in our hearts.”   Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


