Christmas Eve 2011
Isaiah 11:1-9


A brother and sister were singing “Silent Night” in church, and the boy finished by singing, “Sleep in heavenly beans.” “No,” his sister hissed at him. “Not beans, peas.” 


Do you get it? Sleep in heavenly. . . . 
No, really, do you get it? What this night is all about? 

Every year on Christmas Eve, there is a certain feeling that envelopes the world.  It’s a kind of quietness, a hush. 


Yes, I know, for some of you there is a quiet desperation, of tasks undone, gifts not purchased, last minute urgent needs. But that is not what I’m talking about. If you stop for just a moment you can sense something in the atmosphere that you can almost feel—in the stillness there is the glint of a star, the smell of hay, the brush of angels’ wings, the soft breathing of a newborn child. And it all feels like hope: hope that this peaceful picture in Isaiah could possibly come true.  

Isaiah’s picture is sometimes called the Peaceable Kingdom. Many artists have tried to capture it on canvas, these animals living in an unnatural kind of harmony, and little children not only safe from harm but leading the way. 


You’ve probably seen something like this. There are some great videos on YouTube that tell a similar story. There’s the unusual friendship of Suriya the orangutan and Roscoe the pooch. Suriya adopted Roscoe, who was lost and hungry and they became great friends. And then there is Owen the young hippo with Mzee the ancient tortoise, who became fast friends when Owen became orphaned in the 2004 tsunami. Not long ago, Eric and I watched a video that showed a cat and owl playing. The owl would swoop down and dive bomb the cat, and the cat would take a swipe at the owl. Then the two would snuggle up together. Unreal. . .yet real. 

Someone who viewed the story of Suriya and Roscoe on YouTube wrote this: “These two animals have more sense and love between them than most of the human race—they should be an example for us upright animals to follow. If they can get along and they are so different, why can’t the human race follow their example?” 


Indeed, that is the question of the hour (or perhaps the question of all time). Why can’t the human race follow their example? Why do people persist in attitudes and behaviors that perpetuate a world of hurt? 

Well, for one thing, there is pretty big price tag. 


For Isaiah’s picture to become reality, people will need to make some very fundamental changes. 


Look at it through the eyes of Isaiah’s animals: If the wolf and the lamb are to live together peaceably, what will the wolf need to do? (stop eating lambs!). And what will the lamb need to do? (stop being afraid, start being assertive) If the lion is to eat straw like the ox, there will even need to be a biological change. Lions are meat eaters, it’s how they are built. These are fundamental, core changes that will have to be made. 

So to put this into a human perspective, think about areas of your life where there is contention or lack of harmony. What would you need to do differently to create harmony? Back down? Listen? Speak up? 


It always comes down to that, doesn’t it?  To you and what you need to do. But he started it! She hit me first!  Even as adults, the knee-jerk reaction is to point fingers, rather than look inside for a solution. 

I was thinking about Isaiah’s description as a kind of family portrait. You and I are the wolf, the lamb, the lion, and all the other animals. When’s the last time your family got together for a sitting? You know how that works? Little John and Mary are fighting over a video game.  Old Uncle Ted is brushing the hair over his bald spot, while Aunt Matilda is berating him for forgetting to bring the casserole. The rest of the family is slowly gathering by the fireplace. Quit shoving, I don’t want to stand by Fred, quit pushing me. Say cheese!  Everyone quickly moves together and smiles—then quickly breaks apart again. The picture captures a pleasant moment, not the arguments or feuds. And it makes for a passable picture, but what Isaiah is proposing is the real deal and it’s not a passing moment.  This is a truly safe place, where people know how to get along. And it’s where God is leading his people. 

The challenge for God’s people is to step into the picture. 


To do that, each of us will have to make similar and just as fundamental changes as the animals. Those who are now harming others, will have to stop. Those who are on the receiving end of the harm, will need to let down their defenses and perhaps dare to be assertive.  Those who are of opposing perspectives and preferences will need to open their lives to each other. All of us who carry grudges, and whose emotional baggage gets in the way of relationships, will have to surrender our swords. 

I know what you’re thinking. Names and situations are spinning in your head. Not going to happen! 

But there is another fundamental truth in this passage from Isaiah, and here is where the hope comes in. What captures our attention in the passage is the picture of all the animals, but what Isaiah is promising, is a brand new government under the coming Messiah. And it is when God’s people surrender to this new government that things will change.  The lion doesn’t have to surrender to the lamb, nor the lamb to the lion. Both surrender to the Messiah, and that changes their relationship! 

This idea of a new government has a really contemporary ring to it, because of the upheaval the whole world has been experiencing in the last several months, and it is what we are hearing about in our own country with all of the presidential politics these days. All of the Republican hopefuls are distancing themselves from our current president and from each other, saying “I am the one who can lead this country into a time of goodness and prosperity.” Isaiah is saying something like that. In Isaiah’s time, and for many years, the rulers of the people of God had been corrupt, undependable and power-hungry. But someone is coming, Isaiah says, who will be truly different.   The Messiah won’t just be one more politician. This will be a new ruler who will come direct from God. Someone who will not be like all of those other despots who only care about themselves and what they can get.  This ruler will govern with wisdom and understanding; he will have the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. This ruler will make decisions that are true and right and faithful. And the world will be different because of him. People will be different. Even nature will be different, because of this ruler.  The Messiah. 

And, when this ruler is in charge, Isaiah says, “They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.” 


So I guess the remaining question is, “How will this come to pass?” 


A child will lead them, Isaiah says. 


You might think that this would be adult work, this repairing of broken people, patching up of relationships, fixing of a world system fraught with booby traps and land mines, and healing the earth itself. (Yet adults are suspiciously missing from Isaiah’s portrait! Which fits with something Jesus said about needing to become little children if we want to be a part of God’s kingdom.) And it is often a child who startles adults with a truth we might not otherwise be willing to see. It is the birth of a child that brings new hope into the world and that brings light into the darkness. 


So Jesus was born in Bethlehem on a night very long ago. And when he came into the world, he came as vulnerable and human as any other baby. Yet he came with all the power and all the wisdom of God. You might have noticed in the passage from Luke that spoke about his birth, that a “multitude of the heavenly host” came to the shepherds to announce the birth of the Messiah. Do you know what a heavenly host is? It’s an angel army. Jesus came as a baby, yet a conquering king—ready to do battle against sin and evil and death. Ready to lead his people to peace.

His birth begins what I like to call a wonderful conspiracy of hope. The planting of a seed that will grow into that wonderful and startling picture of peace that Isaiah portrays. 

You and I are invited to step into this picture. To surrender to his compassionate and powerful leadership. To let him make us into creatures who can coexist in that peaceful kingdom. The peaceful picture that Isaiah paints will come to pass under Jesus’ leadership. God has determined that this will be so. The only question is, will you be in the picture? 


Let this be the year that you truly believe. Let this be the night that you sign up to follow Jesus in this wonderful conspiracy of hope. 
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