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1 A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his 
roots. 2 The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and 
understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear 
of the Lord. 3 His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord. He shall not judge by what 
his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; 4 but with righteousness he shall judge 
the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; he shall strike the earth 
with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. 
5 Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, and faithfulness the belt around 
his loins. 6 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. 
7 The cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together; and the lion 
shall eat straw like the ox. 8 The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, 
and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder's den. 9 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.  10 On that day the root of Jesse shall stand as a 
signal to the peoples; the nations shall inquire of him, and his dwelling shall be 
glorious.  (Is. 11:1-10 NRSV) 
 
Even if it was written in Scripture long ago, you can be sure it’s written for us. God 
wants the combination of his steady, constant calling and warm, personal counsel in 
Scripture to come to characterize us, keeping us alert for whatever he will do next. 
May our dependably steady and warmly personal God develop maturity in you so 
that you get along with each other as well as Jesus gets along with us all. Then we’ll 
be a choir—not our voices only, but our very lives singing in harmony in a stunning 
anthem to the God and Father of our Master Jesus!  So reach out and welcome one 
another to God’s glory. Jesus did it; now you do it! Jesus, staying true to God’s 
purposes, reached out in a special way to the Jewish insiders so that the old 
ancestral promises would come true for them. As a result, the non-Jewish outsiders 
have been able to experience mercy and to show appreciation to God. Just think of 
all the Scriptures that will come true in what we do! For instance:  Then I’ll join 
outsiders in a hymn-sing; I’ll sing to your name!  And this one: Outsiders and 
insiders, rejoice together! And again: People of all nations, celebrate God! 
All colors and races, give hearty praise!  And Isaiah’s word: There’s the root of our 
ancestor Jesse, breaking through the earth and growing tree tall, tall enough for 
everyone everywhere to see and take hope!  Oh! May the God of green hope fill you 
up with joy, fill you up with peace, so that your believing lives, filled with the life-
giving energy of the Holy Spirit, will brim over with hope!  (Rm. 15:4-13 The 
Message) 

1 
 What strikes you about Isaiah’s vision?  What strikes me is its scope.  All of God’s 
creatures…every one of them, mind you…living in harmony. 
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 Lord knows we can’t manage to live in harmony with our families, friends, co-
workers, or neighbors.  The political, cultural, economic, and religious disharmony in our 
nation is about as pronounced as you can imagine.   You hear people say it could be much 
worse…but if that is so, I don’t want to see it. 

In her recent book Benedictine writer, Sister Joan Chittister, puts her finger on the 
disharmony we are experiencing.  In a climate so profoundly “scarred with violence, 
institutionalized fraud, rapacious human degradation, political suppression, economic 
slavery, and rampant narcissism,” it stands to reason we are at one another’s throats.1 

Can even God bring harmony out of such discord?  It seems that is exactly what 
Isaiah says God can and will do.   

To help frame the sheer magnitude of what God will do, Isaiah gives examples of 
mortal enemies who will live peaceably.  The lamb and the wolf will live harmoniously.  
The lamb, generally food for the wolf, is instinctually and for good reason suspicious of 
the wolf.  In the future God will bring to pass, though, lamb and wolf will live together in 
harmony.   
 The fanciful vision continues.  Watchful adults need not worry about a nursing 
child playing near a deadly cobra.  Human baby and cobra as playmates!  It is silliness, 
isn’t it?   
 How will such a future come to pass?  God alone is capable of pulling-off such a 
vision in which hunter and hunted will not hurt, destroy, or even fear one another.   

2 
 Isaiah’s vision seems pretty far-fetched to me.  It seems all the more far-fetched 
when you realize the implications of what Isaiah said God intends to do.   
 When Isaiah said the lamb and the wolf will live in harmony, notice what he did 
not say.  He did not say the wolf would become a lamb or that the lamb would become a 
wolf in order for them to live in harmony.  Each would stay what it was.  The wolf would 
remain a wolf.  The lamb would remain a lamb.  Each would remain completely 
different…yet live in harmony.  That, my friends, is what makes Isaiah’s vision so radical.   
 We are practiced at noticing what makes us different.  She doesn’t look like me, has 
funny ideas about God, and practices her faith in a way that is unfamiliar.  He wears his 
hair in an odd way, speaks in a foreign tongue, faces east and bows his head five times a 
day.  In our culture “different” is not just different.  In our culture “different” is not OK.  It 
is viewed as suspicious…as “wrong.”  We welcome people so long as they look like us, 
talk like us, think like us, and believe like us.  In order for us to have anything 
approaching harmony, they must give up their distinctiveness and embrace our ways.  He 
and she must become one of us. 
 Isaiah says the wolf will remain a wolf…the lamb will remain a lamb…and in spite 
of that remarkably permanent difference, they will live in harmony.  It is inconceivable… 
save for the power of God.  Through the sheer gravity of God’s grace,2 traditional 
enemies will live in harmony.  It is God’s intention that his creation become saturated with 
harmony…and God fulfills what God proposes.3   
 What, then, are we supposed to do with this vision of the future God will bring to 
pass?  Since it is clear neither we nor our enemies are inclined to budge in what we each 
believe to be indisputable truth, how is Isaiah’s vision supposed to affect us today?  Are 
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we really supposed to begin living as if God’s intended harmony is an accomplished fact… 
to really turn the other cheek, to really lend with no thought of charging interest, to seek to 
serve rather than to be served?  Is this to be a unilateral commitment…to go about our 
business as if Christ actually died for every solitary person we meet…to treat everyone as 
if he or she is an adopted brother or sister, as beloved by our heavenly Father as was Jesus 
and, by his grace, as are we?   
 I suppose the question is this: are we to ignore Isaiah’s vision in order to 
accommodate the “real” world…or are we to let his vision shape who we are and redefine 
what the real world looks like by a different light? 

3 
 As we struggle to deal honestly with that question, perhaps Paul can give us some 
counsel.  He writes… 
 

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

 
 Let me see if I understand what Paul wanted us to understand.  I think I hear Paul 
saying God means to give us instruction, encouragement, and hope.  And why is it 
important that we receive instruction, encouragement, and hope?  So we may live in 
harmony.  And why is it important that we live in harmony?  Because when we live in 
harmony with one another we live as we were meant to live…but more importantly, that 
pleases God. 
 Paul was writing to an early church divided.  You see some of the Roman church 
members were Jewish Christians…others had never been Jews.  They were what was 
called Gentiles – which was a name given to anyone who was not Jewish.  You and I would 
be Gentiles.   
 Paul wanted them to quite focusing upon whether they had a Jewish or Gentile 
background…and to focus instead upon what unified them.  In his letter to the Galatians, 
Paul put it this way –  
 

In Christ’s family there is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave and free, male and female; for we 
are all one in Christ Jesus.4 

 
Paul wanted the first Christians to welcome one another and by so doing glorify the God 
and Father of their Lord Jesus Christ.   
 By living in harmony they essentially would form a choir – not just a choir of 
voices, but a choir in which their very lives would be singing harmoniously in a stunning 
anthem to the glory of God.5 
 What do Pau’s words have to do with us…and how do they help us make sense of 
Isaiah’s vision?  I know it is hard to imagine in our current combative political and cultural 
context, but when we lay aside those things that divide and focus instead upon those 
things that unite, we demonstrate that we really do love God more than our opinions and 
convictions.  By doing the hard work of living in harmony we announce that our hope is 
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not in us, after all, but in the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  By living in 
harmony in the midst of a disharmonious cultural context we stand out as a witnesses to 
the God of grace and glory.  And, who knows, God may use our harmonious witness as 
the light by which others find their way to God, too. 

4 
 If this still sounds fanciful, let’s come at it from another angle.  Think about those 
people you admire the most…those people whose example helped to transform you from 
a confused, narcissistic youth into a caring, selfless, mature adult.  I’m willing to wager 
you give grateful thanks, not for those people who were selfish or manipulative or 
egotistical…but for those people who knew hardship, those people who had gained 
wisdom instead of bitterness from facing hard times, those people who taught you that 
prosperity is meaningless and empty apart from peace, kindness, and human affection.  
I’m willing to wager that when you look at that list of people whose example helped form 
you into a person of integrity, your list will not include the names of the people who 
dominate the news cycles.  Your list will include names of people like your parents, or 
your high school English teacher, or your RARO soccer coach, or your Sunday School 
teacher, or your Confirmation mentor, or the lady who walked across the church 
sanctuary each Sunday to greet you by name.   

We thank God for those people who have and do and will help remind us a 
fulfilling life is a loving and Christ-focused life…people who show us by word and deed 
what a joy-filled life looks like.  We thank God for those people who helped us know what 
matters…those people who remember the poor, protect the women, go out of their way to 
lift up the lowly, embrace the outliers, consort with refugees, and value compassion any 
day above playing it safe.  We thank God for those people who already live by that Godly 
vision in which wolf and lamb can dwell in unity…without wolf having to become a lamb.  
We give thanks for those people God puts in our path who help us see a fulfilling life is 
filled with hope and joy and peace.   

The brief passage from Romans we read today ends with these mind-boggling, life-
adjusting words… 
 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the 
Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. 

 
 I want to end this morning by having you ponder those words as a charge.  Let 
your life abound in hope…and in so doing, add your voice to the stunning gospel 
harmony in glory to God.  Amen.   
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Pastoral Prayer 

Slow our pace, dear Lord.  Allow us in these few moments a refreshing stillness.  Allow us 
to cease from all our striving, from all our doing long enough to experience what it is to be 

http://www.lexpres.org/


 5 

known by you.  Awaken in us that which longs to know you, love you, and praise you.  
Fill our hearts to overflowing with awareness of you.  We offer to you now the collective 
silent gratitude of an entire congregation in the awareness our labors are not nearly as 
important as yours… 
 
We seek courage to see the true thing, O God.  It is a fearful admission for us that courage 
is required to see the true thing.  So much of our vision is blurred by our fears, our 
anxieties, our narrow self-interests that we sometimes find difficulty being honest with 
ourselves, much less with one another.  In this time of worship we pray you will fill our 
hearts with your generous love, the grace of your Son, and the wisdom of your Spirit…so 
we may see the true thing in everything with which we are involved.  We also seek 
courage to do the true thing…to get out of the way so what you plant in our hearts may 
become flesh in our behavior.  We seek courage to do the true thing so our lives may not 
be double talk.  And so we pray, O Lord, for the courage to see and to do the true thing.6   
 
You make us to be like a garden, Lord…like a deep spring where waters never fail.  But 
there are many people for whom Advent and Christmas compound their loneliness.  And 
so we turn to you on their behalf.  Even though we know you know their troubles better 
than do we…we feel compelled to take our concern for them to the One in whom there is 
no darkness…the One who can make a way when there appear to be no ways.  Hear our 
prayers, then,  

- for those we know are troubled…lonely…and afraid… 
- for those who are immobilized because of shame or guilt… 
- for those who are reluctant to face their dependence upon you and others… 
- for those who don’t know what they need most… 
- for those who have no confidence you can use them in your saving work… 

 
Hear our prayers for those people this day who are in harm's way… 
-    those whose lives have been uprooted by being laid off from work… 
-    those whose lives have been altered forever by the loss of a loved one to violence… 
-   those who are up against a wall and are finding it hard to entrust themselves to your 
Son whose back was often against some wall… 
 
O Lord, send us from here today so we may be a lung through which your Spirit may 
breathe.7  We ask this in the name of your Son who taught us to pray, saying: “Our Father 
who art in heaven… 
 
Endnotes: 
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gravity.   
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