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 What does peace look like? I think that’s a question the Bible wrestles with a lot. So we 

have a variety of images in Hebrew scripture and in the New Testament describing what a new 

world, a world at peace, might look like. This one in Isaiah is one of the best known.  

 

 Many of you have probably seen pictures of the painting by Edward Hicks called “The 

Peaceable Kingdom” that depicts this passage. Hicks was a Quaker and spent much of his career 

working on and playing with Isaiah’s words. I understand he painted about 60 versions of it over 

the years. The preacher John Buchanan notes that in one he’s seen all the animals, the lion and 

lamb, the bear and ox, are looking at you with wide, astonished eyes. It’s as if they’re stunned to 

find themselves in this position: that lion is wondering why he isn’t making a meal of the lamb 

beside him. 

 

 It is an astonishing image. Imagine it: a world where natural predators no longer feed on 

their prey. I’m an admirer of Celtic spirituality, as you know, and one dimension of the Celtic 

approach is an emphasis on nature and how God is present in the material world, so nature 

represents the peaceful order of things. Occasionally I’ve been told that emphasis is misplaced 

because nature isn’t peaceful at all, nature is brutal: “Nature red, in tooth and claw,” as Tennyson 

put it. But I’m inclined to disagree with that claim.  

 

 Brutality doesn’t really apply to the natural world. Brutality implies agency, choice. Do 

animals choose to prey on one another? We’re surprised by the image in Isaiah because it’s so 

different from normal experience, but it’s not impossible to raise a lion and lamb together. You 

just have to keep the lion fed properly so he doesn’t feel the need to eat the lamb. They aren’t 

really enemies. In fact, there’s really only one species on the planet, so far as I know, that 

practices brutality consistently.  

 

 Brutality is a choice. And peace is a choice. That image in Isaiah isn’t going to fall out of 

the sky. It’s a dream, a hope, but it requires something of us. In that passage, the bottom line is 

really the most important, the imagery is metaphorical, pointing to it. The bottom line, what it’s 

all pointing to, is this: “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.” We can’t wait for that day to 

arrive on its own. We have to prepare for it. 

 

 That’s what John is hoping to do when he calls folks out to the wilderness to be washed 

in the river. Prepare a way. He’s not talking about bulldozers and asphalt. He’s talking about the 

path through our hearts, our spirits. We have to prepare ourselves, our inner lives, if we want to 

make a choice for peace. John realizes that what passes for peace in his world is a sham. The Pax 

Romana, the Roman peace, is enforced with coercion and intimidation, often violence. It’s not 

anything like Isaiah’s image. So, John calls the people out to find something new.  

 



 But first, they need to repent of their participation in the brutality. They aren’t just 

passive victims. They’ve made choices, too. And now they’re called to make a new choice, to 

choose the way of peace through the waters of baptism. And it can’t wait. They have to do it now 

because God’s kingdom is coming near. We don’t really know how many of the religious 

officials actually stepped into the water that day, but everyone there is offered a choice. 

 

 What they choose makes a big difference. Just like our choices do. In Isaiah we’re given 

the impression that God will impose a new world on us, but in the gospels we find it’s a two-way 

street. God’s kingdom comes near, but we have to make a choice to enter it, to live out of it. And 

we can’t wait to do that. We can’t wait for some mythical “right time” to choose peace over 

brutality. We can’t wait for all the treaties and agreements to be in place before we give up 

violence. That day will never come. There’ll always be a reason to put off peace, but peace can’t 

wait because too many people in the world can’t wait. 

 

 One of those people I learned about just the other day. He was a 16 year old boy from 

Guatemala named Carlos Gregorio Hernandez Vasquez. He left there in early May of this year, 

by his own choice apparently, in hopes of finding a better life for himself. He crossed the Rio 

Grande along with 70 others at the southern tip of Texas where they were rounded up by the 

Border Patrol. After that, Carlos couldn’t make many of his own choices. At some point he 

became sick with the flu and on May 19th was found to have a fever of 103. 

 

 The agents in charge of him, though, didn’t choose to get him medical care, a hospital 

bed, maybe an IV for hydration. They put him in a cell with another boy who was also sick to 

quarantine them. There’s a video of what happened to Carlos over the next several hours. He 

wasn’t checked on all night, or if he was no one entered the cell to intervene. The next morning 

his cellmate found him on the floor next to the toilet; he had died some time during the night. 

The cellmate alerted the guards and they finally came in to see what was happening. 

 

 Carlos’ death was preventable. If anyone had chosen along the way to question the 

protocol or bypass it even once, he might have lived. What does peace look like to someone like 

Carlos? What kinds of choices do we need to make so folks like him don’t have to wait? Peace is 

a choice. It’s what John called repentance, turning around, changing direction so that life can 

prevail instead of death. Our choices in this world matter. Our decision either to sit by quietly in 

the face of treatment like Carlos received or to speak up and change it is the hinge on which 

peace will turn. 

 

 So much of our time during Advent is spent passively. We’re driven from one event or 

errand or gathering to another and the time goes by so fast. We wait during Advent as if we’re 

waiting for God to act. But suppose God is waiting for us to act? God provides the vision, the 

teaching, the example; now it’s up to us to choose. Why are we waiting? Peace can’t wait 

anymore. The choice is ours. 

 

Amen 


