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2nd ADVENT A (7 Dec. 2014)                 The Peaceable Kingdom 

The Rev. Katharin K. Foster            Church of the Good Shepherd, Athens, Ohio 

 

Today, Isaiah describes the kingdom of God as a place where: 

The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the 

calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them.  

The cow and the bear shall graze . . .  and the lion shall eat straw like an ox  . 

. .  They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain. 

 

These words bring to mind the early American paintings that capture this 

remarkable scene from Isaiah on canvas.  In these paintings, often entitled “The 

Peaceable Kingdom,” all of the animals Isaiah describes are gathered together in a 

relaxed group, looking out at the viewer with wide, innocent eyes and placid 

expressions on their faces.  Right in the middle of the animals is a little child, as 

calm and as placid as his animal companions, with not a hint of fear on his face.  All 

in the painting is peace and love and quiet joy. 

 

We have contemporary representations of “The Peaceable Kingdom,” too, 

especially around Christmas time.  Christmas cards portray the peaceable kingdom 

in a variety of ways.  Christmas ornaments show a lion and a lamb snuggled up 

together.  All of these representations bring us a sense of peace and love and quiet 

joy, too. 

 

Whether it’s depicted in an early American painting or on a modern Christmas 

card, the peaceable kingdom is a place where all of humanity desperately longs to 

be.  For the secular world, the peaceable kingdom has to do with a beautiful, nice 
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place where the cares of everyday life can be forgotten.  For the people of God, the 

peaceable kingdom is something quite different.  For us, the peaceable kingdom is 

not a reality, a promise God has made to both the people of Isaiah’s time and to 

ours.  For us, the God’s promise of the peaceable kingdom is nothing less than 

promise of the kingdom of God existing, however fleetingly, in this world in the 

here and now.   

 

God has already fulfilled part of this promise by sending Jesus to live and die as 

one of us, to reconcile us to God.  This season of Advent is the time in which we 

prepare for the celebration of God’s sending Jesus into the world to carry out his 

work of salvation.  Advent is also the time in which we look with longing beyond 

Jesus’ first coming to his second coming when God’s promise of the peaceable 

kingdom will be fully realized, when Jesus will reign as the Prince of Peace.  In 

Advent, we re-discover and re-affirm we’re living in a strange, yet exciting, in-

between time, the time between Jesus’ first and second coming. 

 

The idea of living as the people of God in this strange, yet exciting in-between 

time can be rather unsettling.  None of us likes unpredictability in any aspect of 

our lives. We’d much rather have everything about our lives and spiritual journey 

neatly laid out for us so there are no surprises.  God doesn’t work like that, though.  

God seems to take loving pleasure in surprising us. 

 

First, God sends us nothing less than the Son of God into our broken, human world.  

Because Jesus somehow combines within his person God’s divinity and our 

humanity, Jesus makes us members of God’s family—a surprising, even shocking, 

notion we could never have imagined on our own.  But God can imagine it.  God 
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continues to surprise us by sending us a Son who also brings us eternal life.  Finally, 

God surprises us by sending us a Son as who will return to reign over the kingdom 

of God, the blessed peaceable kingdom Isaiah tells us about.  

 

None of these wonderful yet overwhelming surprises is easy for our human minds 

and hearts to take in.  Advent gives us both the time and the permission to wrap 

our minds around the idea of our living, here and now, in this strange yet exciting 

in-between time when God has begun to fulfill all of these wonderful promises.  

We can even wonder what living in the peaceable kingdom would be like. 

 

What strikes us about the passage from Isaiah and about the early American 

paintings depicting it is their utter tranquility.  All of the animals and the child in 

the peaceable kingdom are fearless.  Fearless—that’s what God’s peaceable 

kingdom is about.  Not a single creature in Isaiah’s description or in the early 

paintings is afraid of any other creature in the peaceable kingdom.  To put it even 

more bluntly, no creature fears being hurt, destroyed or even eaten by another 

creature.   

 

Just think of it!  The lamb, which would normally be dinner for the wolf, lives 

without fear.  The kid, certainly a succulent snack for the leopard, confidently and 

fearlessly rests next to his old enemy.  The cow fearlessly grazes along with its 

enemies the bear and the lion, carnivores which, in the peaceable kingdom, prefer 

grass to meat.  Can’t you just see it—a cow and a bear and a lion grazing together 

in a field?!  And the little child fearlessly stands among them, leads and maybe 

even plays with all of these powerful predators. Fearless, without fear—that’s what 

it’s like to live in God’s peaceable kingdom. 
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Although we might feel superior to the animals in Isaiah’s peaceable kingdom 

because we don’t have to fear being eaten by another animal, we humans do come 

equipped with our own set of fears.  Often, way down inside, we do fear we’ll be 

eaten by those around us.  We have a very real fear of being destroyed socially or 

economically or spiritually.  Such fears creep into our mind often at 3AM in the 

morning when we can’t get back to sleep.  Our fears are just as frightening to us as 

lions and bears and leopards were to Isaiah’s animals. 

 

So, we find ourselves caught in a good news-bad news situation. The bad news is 

that such fears, which may be justified at times, are part of our human condition, 

part of the broken world in which we live.  The good news (the good news of the 

Gospel) is that God stands with us in our human fears, has sent us Jesus as our 

savior, offers us eternal life and promises God’s peaceable kingdom will be 

completely realized.  One day, all of humanity will be able live and be together with 

the same calm confidence the animals in Isaiah’s peaceable kingdom possess. 

 

At the moment, however, we do live in the in-between time, the era between 

Jesus’ first and second coming.  This is a time when we occasionally catch glimpses 

of the peaceable kingdom in our personal relationships, in our society and in our 

world. Even so, we still do live in a fallen world.  Our fallen world is the one John 

the Baptist graphically describes with phrases like: 

“You brood of vipers!” and warns us that “[The Son of Man] will gather his 

wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 

Clearly, for John the Baptist, the peaceable kingdom is a long way from being 

realized. 
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Even in light of John’s dire predictions, however, Paul seeks to encourage us to live 

in hope when he writes to the Romans: 

“Whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, so that 

by steadfastness and by the encouragement of the scriptures we might have 

hope.  May the God of steadfastness and encouragement grant you to live in 

harmony with one another, in accordance with Christ Jesus, so the together 

you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

 

Isaiah has given us a picture of the peaceable kingdom.  God has given us and has 

begun to fulfill promises that will lead to the kingdom.  John the Baptist has given 

us a stark picture of our current reality vis a vis the peaceable kingdom.  Paul has 

given us a blueprint for living into the kingdom, as best we can, in the here and 

now.  Our Advent Season gives us time and permission to discern the kingdom 

moments that do occur in our lives.  May we use this time well.  AMEN.   


