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The passage Frank read moments ago offers us Isaiah’s vision of the “peaceable 

kingdom.” Aside from their importance for Isaiah’s vision of the restoration of Israel, 

these verses have also become central to the Christian community as it has looked 

forward to the promise of God’s eternal reign on earth – the substance of our Advent 

hope. The promises of Isaiah’s vision have inspired great human dreams, finding their 

way to both the composer’s score and the artist’s canvas, most notably, perhaps, in 

dozens of paintings by the nineteenth-century American Quaker minister and artist 

Edward Hicks. 

 

It is a magnificent vision that Isaiah sees: “The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, 

and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling 

together; and a little child shall lead them.” (11:6) The peaceable kingdom is a place that 

beckons us, but it is also difficult to fathom, and some may scoff at the peace it describes. 

One comic once quipped, “The lion and the lamb will lie down together, sure… but the 

lamb isn’t going to get much sleep.”1  Indeed, Isaiah’s oracle has often been dismissed as 

hopelessly romantic and impossible. So, Rick Spalding offered a somewhat cynical 

alternative vision, which looked at what might have happened if Isaiah’s vision actually 

came true:  

 

It came to pass that all the animals of the forest met together in a great council 

and decided that they would together commit themselves to creating the 

Peaceable Kingdom at last, so that henceforth not one of them would hunt or hurt 

a fellow creature ever again. A while later, a lamb strolling along came upon a 

lion snoozing in the shade. The lion’s soft mane seemed to the lamb an exquisite 

pillow for a nap, and he lay down and fell into the sleep of the Peaceable 

Kingdom. After a while the lion awoke, saw the lamb leaning against him – and 

ate it. Moral: there’s always someone who didn’t hear the announcements.2 

 

 I know, it’s an awful story, but then, it is the way of the world to take delight in 

quashing the dreams that people dream… grand dreams, like Isaiah’s, and even our more 

personal dreams.  I’ve been thinking this week about the seemingly impossible dreams to 

which we nonetheless hold, and the dreams we sometimes make possible through sheer 

will.   

 

A decade or so ago on a visit to South Africa, Marla and I took a ferry to Robben 

Island, seven kilometers from Cape Town in Table Bay. It was on Robben Island, long a 

jail for political prisoners, that Nelson Mandela and other critics of the South African 

                                                 
1 Someone cited this comment during the January 2001 meeting of the Moveable Feast in Princeton, NJ. 
2 Rick Spalding, in a paper on this text presented to the January 2007 meeting of the Moveable Feast in 

Tuscaloosa, Alabama. This sermon owes a debt to Rick’s fine work on the Peaceable Kingdom. 
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apartheid regime were imprisoned. If you go, you can visit the prison cell where the 

future president of South Africa was kept for 18 of his 27 years in confinement. 

 

 When apartheid – that officially sanctioned system of racism – ended and the 

black majority finally came to power in 1994, virtually every knowledgeable observer 

expected that change would bring reprisals and an angry turning of the tables. Given the 

harshness of the treatment of black South Africans during apartheid, such fears were 

reasonably grounded. But they didn’t take into account the mind and heart of Nelson 

Mandela. Mandela knew that in order to govern South Africa effectively, he would need 

the support of all elements of South African society. He pledged in his inaugural address 

to unite the people of South Africa. Against his advisors’ recommendation that he dismiss 

all the white staff members of the remaining presidential staff when he assumed office, 

Mandela instead implored those staff members to stay, saying he needed their experience 

as they worked together for racial harmony in the land. 

 

 Perhaps most surprisingly, when his chief of security requested more officers to 

help protect the president, Mandela reluctantly agreed, but instructed his chief of security 

to add four white Afrikaners, ex-officers of the Special Branch division, which had a 

reputation for brutality against black resistance leaders in the past. When his security 

chief raised strenuous objections, saying they had reason to fear these men, Mandela 

offered a compelling response. He said, “Forgiveness liberates the soul; it removes fear.” 

Today on Robben Island, some former political prisoners still serve as tour guides, and 

one thing they all voice in unison is their strong belief in the politics of reconciliation. 

 
 During his years as a political prisoner Nelson Mandela came to dream of a future 

for his homeland rooted not in revenge for decades of injustice, not in violent rule, but in 

reconciliation and freedom. He understood the old African proverb: I am well only if you 

are well. And he understood that the “peaceable kingdom” was not a pipe dream...not an 

impossible dream, but a possible one. 

 

 Sometimes the dream triumphs over the limits of human expectation, whether we 

speak of human dreams or God’s dreams.  In the Gospel of John, we hear such hope in 

John’s testimony, “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome 

it.” Though the forces of darkness have always sought to turn human dreams into 

nightmares, the doggedness of Isaiah’s vision is with us still… still beckoning us to 

embrace his dream as our own. 

 

 Simply to embrace it would be enough. To embrace the dream and lean into it 

with hope… that would be a faithful response to the prophet. Of course, we are activists 

in a city full of activists. We prefer doing to being. But Isaiah’s vision is not ours to 

enact. Biblical scholar Gene Tucker says, “it would distort the import of [Isaiah’s vision] 

to turn it into instruction [or] admonition. It does not set out what people ought to do 

within society…. To read it as such could distort both the content and the mood of these 

wonderful lines. The passage is not a call for action or even a criticism of injustice, 

though the Bible embraces such notions. Like the Beatitudes, these lines simply present 
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unqualified good news.”3 This is the way God wants the world to be. This is the way God 

intends the world to be, the way God’s reign will be. Unqualified good news! 

 

We don’t have to do anything other than embrace it, lean into this dream and live 

as though it were so.  It is so simple… and yet so hard. Yet, consider this: the starting 

point of Isaiah’s confident vision is nothing more than a stump… or better, a root-stock, 

which bears in itself the seed of new life and new hope.4  The fruit of that root-stock is 

still growing, still spreading the seeds of peace and new life. It is the way God works so 

often… taking what is lowly and cut-down and magnifying its potential.  

 

Sometimes, I know, you and I stare at the stumps of our lives and the world we 

inhabit, hoping that they might turn into root-stock, too, but worrying nonetheless. 

Spalding says, “Maybe one of the most real things about us is what a sawed-off stump 

this is…  

 

a job that once promised such fruitfulness maybe, or a marriage that was once 

evergreen, or a society that stood tall and proud as a redwood, or a body as 

flexible and ambitious as a sapling, or a family that blazed with joy like an 

autumn hillside, or a planet that was a home as stable and capacious and beautiful 

as a Dutch Elm. Whatever is left of it now, it may be as much as we can ask 

anyone to believe that it is also a holy seed. Maybe what we’re waiting for is 

someone to tell us that – to tell us that, as cut short and picked over and leafless 

and petrified as it may seem, it has folded up deep inside it the genome for a 

rebirth of wonder. 

 

Maybe if the spirit of the Lord were to come and rest on the stump – if someone 

in whose words and deeds the spirit of wisdom and understanding… rested were 

to come, bearing such a spirit, and should touch the dried wood with 

righteousness and faithfulness, and should replant in our imaginations the vision 

of a world without blood enemies – maybe then it would even be possible to 

imagine that the stump might bloom again – even amid the cold of winter, when 

half-spent was the night.5 

 

What would it be like to live into such a dream?  What would it be like to 

embrace not only Isaiah’s peaceable kingdom, but also the reign of Christ, who is the 

bearer of light that the darkness has never overcome?  What would it be like to look at the 

stumps of our lives and see there the root-stock of hope and peace and reconciliation?  

Occasionally, you know, someone does so. Occasionally, we notice someone who lives 

and leans into his or her dreams… a Nelson Mandela, perhaps… or a Virginia Jones. 

 

 Don’t remember Virginia?  I heard about her first through Cory Booker.  As you 

know, before he became a senator or presidential candidate, Booker was the mayor of 

                                                 
3 Gene M. Tucker, The Book of Isaiah 1-39: New Interpreter’s Bible, Nashville, Abingdon Press, 2001, 

142, as cited by Spalding. 
4 Thanks to Chandler Stokes for his new insights into the translation of word normally translated “stump.” 
5 Spalding paper. 
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Newark. As mayor he lived in Brick Towers, one of Newark’s public housing projects. 

Living where he did – often without heat or hot water, surrounded by poverty – gave him 

some insights into the reality of the urban landscape that few public officials have.6 

 

 Booker said once, “Newark is a city of limitless strength and unbounded potential. 

It is a city of hope and promise. Newark is a city of accomplishment…. when we come 

together there is nothing we cannot create or achieve.”7  That may not be your image of 

Newark, but it was Cory Booker’s, only he didn’t come to that vision alone. He said he 

credits that vision to one of his neighbors in Brick Towers, and that’s where Virginia 

Jones comes in.   

 

When Booker was still working as a tenants’ rights lawyer, he stopped one day at 

Mrs. Jones’ apartment. When she opened the door, he introduced himself and said he 

wanted to help. Without a moment’s hesitation, she told him to follow her, and together 

they went outside to the street. There Mrs. Jones demanded to know what the young 

lawyer saw around him.  Booker responded that he saw drug dealers, a crack house, and 

rundown housing projects. “Well,” she said, “you can’t help me.” She started to walk 

away. Booker ran after her and asked for an explanation.  

 

 “Boy,” she said, “you need to learn something. The world you see outside of you 

is a reflection of what you have inside of you. If you’re one of those people who see 

problems, darkness, and despair, that’s all there’s ever going to be. But, if you’re one of 

those people who see hope, opportunity, love, and even the face of God, then you can 

help me.” 

 

 Booker said, “She sees our nation for what it is, an imperfect country founded in 

perfect ideals that is still fighting to achieve itself. And in [her] neighborhood, she and 

others are fighting on the front lines of that American Dream…. Mrs. Jones had a son 

who served in our nation’s military. On a stay with his mother in our neighborhood, he 

was shot to death, another victim of random handgun violence. He survived military duty, 

but not a visit to his mother. He was killed in the lobby of her building. When Mrs. Jones 

told Booker that story, he asked her why she still lived in the building. With her income 

she could live in lots of other locations without having to walk, on a daily basis, though 

the lobby where her son was killed. “Why do I live here? Why do I stay?  Because I’m in 

charge of homeland security.”8 

 

 “The world you see outside of you is a reflection of what you have inside of you,” 

she said.  I believe she was right. What do you see when you look at your world?  What 

are the dreams inside of you? Nelson Mandela looked across Table Bay from his island 

prison and envisioned a South Africa where all its citizens could live and work together. 

Virginia Jones dreamed of hope, opportunity, and love in an unlikely place. And Isaiah?  

Well, maybe Isaiah had the grandest dream of all. 

 

                                                 
6 The description is almost verbatim from Spalding’s paper. 
7 Cited by Cory Booker’s website, www.corybooker.com.  
8As reported on NPR and cited by Spalding in his paper. 

http://www.corybooker.com/


 

 

5 

5 

The spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him. He shall not judge by what his eyes see, 

or decide by what his ears hear; but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, 

and decide with equity for the meek of the earth…. And they will not hurt or 

destroy on all my holy mountain. 

 

 I believe I could lean into that dream… even in these dark and discouraging days. 

Indeed, I pray for that day. I pray for the day when that dream comes true. 

 

 And why not? As Nelson Mandela said, “There is no passion to be found in 

playing small – in settling for a life that is less than the one you are capable of living.” 

Oh, and he also said, “It always seems impossible until it’s done.”  

 


