
1 
 

Advent 2, 8 December 2019 
Isaiah 11:1-10; Romans 15:4-13 
Waiting in Hope 
First Mennonite Church 
 
We weren’t born yesterday.  
We’ve lived long enough to 
know the way the world works.  
We are skeptical—at least I 
hope we are—when we 
receive phone calls from 
people claiming to be from the 
CRA demanding money, and 
will object to promises made 
by most politicians. The skeptic 
in me makes two objections to 
the words of Isaiah.  It is not 
real.  It is not reasonable.  

Everyone knows that in the real world, a lamb in a wolf's 
lair is lunch.  In the real world a little child cannot lead a 
wolf or a lion by leash without being a dead child.  It’s 
not possible.  The poetry of Isaiah is just a pipe dream, 

idealistic, head-in-the-
clouds poetic dream 
that will never touch 
down in the real world 
where you and I live.  In 
the real world we need 
to face the cold hard 
facts. 
 
The thing is, Isaiah 
penned these evocative 
poetic words in the real 
world.  These incredible, 
wonderful words of 
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poetry were not penned in an ivory tower, but down in the trenches of war, 
violence, fear, and hatred.   
 
Life in Jerusalem and Judah 
2700 years ago, 700 years 
before Christ, was time of crisis 
and turmoil.  At that time the 
so-called tribes of Israel were 
split and there were two 
kingdoms, two countries: the 
northern ten tribes forming the 
kingdom of Israel and the 
southern two tribes forming 
the kingdom of Judah. History 
tells us that in 721 the Assyrian 
Empire obliterated the 
northern tribe of Israel and 
exiled much of the population 
to different parts of the empire.  

Was the small insignificant kingdom of Judah next to be overrun?  What happens 
when a tiny insignificant country is accosted by the greatest empire on earth? It 
seemed pretty straightforward to a realistic mind in Jerusalem in those days.  The 
words of our text, the words of Isaiah's vision for the future, come right in the midst 
of this turmoil, this crisis, and profound worry about the future. 
 
So, if anyone objects to Isaiah’s poetry being just a bunch of pie-in-the-sky thinking, 
then one must ask the intellectual question, just whose reason is being applied 
here?  Whose definition of reality is being applied? 
 
Some time ago, I read a Russian joke.  It took place shortly after the breakup of the 
Soviet Union, when Russia and the independent republics that made up the former 
Soviet Union were trying to figure out how they were going to relate to each other 

and work together.   
 
The joke was about a visitor overhearing 
two Russians discussing possible 
solutions for this problem.  Two 
solutions were offered, one realistic and 
the other a complete fantasy.  One 
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solution would be for the independent Russian republics to sit down with Russia and 
work out an agreeable form of cooperation and to develop healthy economies.   
 
This was the fantasy solution. 
 
What was the realistic solution?  For 
aliens from outer space to arrive and 
straighten everything out for them! 
 
Of course, we live in a dark and 
foreboding world where we receive 
phone calls from people claiming to be 
from the CRA demanding money or else.  
These are all fake, by the way, and you should just hang up.  It breaks my heart that 
we live in a world where 30 years ago, an angry man, Marc Lepine, walked into a 
classroom full of students at École Polytechnique, and after separating the men 
from the women, he shouted “You're all feminists and I hate feminists!” and started 
shooting. Fourteen young women died that day.  We live in a world where sexual 
assault and violence against women continues.  I could go on.   
 
But, is that it?  I mean, is this world so fixed and closed that nothing can change?  Is 
it realistic to foresee a time when the wolf shall live with the lamb or calf and the 
lion and the fatling together, and the little child shall lead them? Well, it all depends 
on what sort of world we live in.  
 
If this world is destined for nothing but tooth and claw, the survival of the fittest, 
and a random acts of violence signifying nothing, the vision of a day when lambs 
and wolves shall dwell together will seem, well, how to put this delicately—stupid. 
 
But, before we dismiss Isaiah's peaceable Kingdom of pacified wolves and lions as 
unrealistic and irrational fantasy, please consider that the prophet may be inviting 
us to imagine a different world, another reality—God’s world. 
 
How do we see God’s world?  There have been some interesting studies done about 
why people come to church.  For older adults, going to church is a habit, something 
they’ve done since they were children.  Young adults come to church because they 
want to be transformed.  You adults come to church with the anticipation and 
expectation that they will actually encounter God, and be transformed by the 
encounter. Both valid reasons, but very different.   
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Makes sense.  We come to church on Sunday, in a never-ending effort to better to 
see things God's way, a way of seeing things which are peculiar, odd, don’t make 
sense to everybody else.  Learning to see things from God’s perspective takes not 
only a month of Sundays to get good at it, but also takes what we know about the 
teachings of Jesus and applying them in our everyday life—your encounters with the 
clerk at the store, your irritable neighbour, and with members of your family.  
 
Wolves and lambs dwell together? is it possible for a little child to know more than 
generals at the Pentagon? It makes all the difference what sort of world you believe 
we have, how far you are able to see, above all, what sort of God we have. Martin 
Luther King begins one of his most famous sermons with the assertion that, at the 
centre of the Christian faith is the conviction that in the universe there is a God of 
power who is able to do exceedingly abundant things in nature and in history. It will 
make all the difference in the world whether or not to believe that. 
 
How many times have you gone about your life being realistic, viewing our world as 
fixed and closed? 
 
Back in the 19th century, an US Quaker artist by the name of Edward Hicks painted a 
more literal portrayal of Isaiah's vision which he called ‘The Peaceable Kingdom’. In 

the 
foreground 
of Hick’s 
painting, you 
can see the 
literal 
figures from 
our passage 
from Isaiah 
today: the 
lion and the 
ox, the child 
playing 
beside the 
nest of the 
snake, and 
so on.  
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This painting of Hicks could easily be dismissed as unrealistic, sheer fantasy, if only 
one overlooked the small figures in the distant background of the painting. Do you 
see them?  It is a painting within a painting. This painting was originally inspired by a 
peace treaty made by William Penn with the Lenni Lenape indigenous tribe on June 
23 1683, in the land that became known as Pennsylvania. We know from our own 
history that the British made treaties with Indigenous peoples, but then didn’t 
honour them.  William Penn, however, did not intend to drive the indigenous 
people off their land; his vision was for indigenous people and settlers to live in 
peace together. 
 
Can we imagine a future where indigenous peoples and settlers will be reconciled? 
 
At the end of June in 1988, my spouse and I completed a voluntary service 
assignment in Taiwan.  We had no children who needed to be in school.  We had no 
jobs waiting for us when we returned to Canada.  We had no commitments until 
sometime in November.  We had almost no money.  So, we borrowed some from 
family and embarked on an ambitious trip where we spent 1 month in China, and 
then 2.5 months in Europe.  As we planned the European portion of our trip, we had 
to decide which countries we wanted to visit.  We aren’t the type of people who 
speed from one place to another, but spend more time at one place. 
 
There was no way we would get to every European country, so we narrowed things 
down to small parts of England, Amsterdam, Paris, and a month in Italy.  Both of us 
wanted to visit Switzerland, Austria, and Germany—it was still East and West 
Germany back in 1988.  We wanted to see the Berlin Wall.  In the end we decided to 
save the Germanic countries for another trip. 
 
A bit more than a year 
later, the Berlin Wall 
came down.  It was an 
event that shook the 
world!  When Kathi and 
I heard about it, we 
were dumbfounded.  
You see, we just 
assumed the Cold War, 
the ideological battle 
between communism 
and capitalism, the fear 



6 
 

between the West and Eastern Europe and Russia was the way the world worked.  
We assumed the world was fixed and closed.  And would continue to operate that 
way. 
 
Were we wrong! 
 
What we didn’t know, was there were some who imagined and hoped for a 
different world, a world not ruled by fear and weapons of mass destruction, but a 
world where God was at work turning evil into good, despair into hope.   
 
I want to show you a short video clip produced by PBS, the Public Broadcasting 
Service in the US about St. Nikolai Evangelical Lutheran Church in East Germany.  
Briefly, back in the early 1980s, Pastor Christian Fuhrer began holding weekly 
prayers for peace. Every Monday, the folks at St. Nikolai Evangelical Lutheran 
Church recited the Beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount and prayed for peace.  
Here it is: https://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2009/11/06/november-6-2009-the-church-and-the-fall-of-the-
wall/4842/ 

 
Candles and prayer.  Imagine that!  The church got together, lit candles, read 
Matthew’s beatitudes, and prayed for peace.  God brought down the wall! 
 
For what do you hope for this Advent season?  Is it possible for us to share Isaiah’s 
hope for a transformed world, evocative poetry which paints a picture of some 
other world, a world ruled not by savvy politicians, steely-eyed generals, but by little 
child? 
 
Isaiah's vision beckons us to enter a new vision, to walk into God’s painting of what 
the world might be. His vision calls us to live by an alternative reality to our violent 
world. Isaiah’s vision touched the earth in the child born in Bethlehem.  
 
If you want to see God coming among us, then you must wait.  You must prepare.  
Always, you must get rid of the things which bind and hinder you. 
 
This same God who allowed Isaiah to catch a glimpse, the God who let Isaiah see the 
curtain pulled back on the future of God’s world, a future where predatory animals 
are resting peacefully in a lush garden next to their natural enemies, where a child 
stands next to a ferociously mild beast—this same God can act in us, through us, 
and beyond us.  God’s Spirit is with us.   
 

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2009/11/06/november-6-2009-the-church-and-the-fall-of-the-wall/4842/
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2009/11/06/november-6-2009-the-church-and-the-fall-of-the-wall/4842/
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Is God inviting us to do obedient things we have not yet done, kingdom things we 
did not think we had in us, neighbourly things from which we cringe?  The question 
for us this Advent season, is are we alert enough to perceive it, spiritually prepared 
to see and hear them? 


