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Perfect Peace in an Imperfect World:
From Foes to Friends

Isaiah 11:1-10; Matthew 3:1-12

Last week I mentioned that Isaiah certainly knew how to tell a story. 
The old prophet had quite an imagination.  Only a good storyteller could
imagine something like wild animals cavorting playfully, predator and prey
munching on hay instead of each other, a vegan paradise with nature’s
enemies snuggling together, even children handling snakes without fear.  Why
someone like Isaiah might even dream up a world in which spiders and
cockroaches would be welcome in our homes.  Nah, I don’t think so!  But he
might just dream up a world in which people–hot-headed friends and bitter
enemies–might accept one another’s differences and live in peace.

On most days Isaiah’s dream seems rather far-fetched, even
impossible.  Then something happens to change our focus, to reorient the
way we look at things, to change our minds.  Nelson Mandela’s death last
week was such an event.  The aged former President of South Africa had
been near death for at least six months.  We kept pace of his illness over the
summer as his condition changed from day to day, sometimes better,
frequently worse.  We shook our heads in frustration when we learned that his
own family was embroiled in a dispute over where Mr. Mandela would be
buried.  As his health stabilized and there was no news day by day, most of
us forgot about him–until last Thursday evening when he died.

You know Mr. Mandela’s story.  He fought long and hard to end the
practice of apartheid in South Africa.  He was jailed for his actions and
imprisoned for twenty-seven years.  When he was finally released and
eventually elected President, apartheid ended.  All South Africans were
granted freedom and dignity and justice.  It did not happen all at once, but the
actions and hard work of Mr. Mandela and many other people changed South
Africa.

Yet, it is not the elimination of a system of discrimination and abuse that
places Mr. Mandela’s work in the context of Isaiah’s dream.  Laws can change
but enemies may remain.  It is the manner in which Mr. Mandela treated his
enemies that reveals Isaiah was right for he offered forgiveness.  He extended



the hand of friendship.  He gave just as much energy to reconciliation among
his people as he did to achieving justice for them.

Granted, when we pick up the paper each morning, the world looks
nothing like Isaiah’s dream.  When we get caught up in family squabbles,
schoolhouse drama, office competition, and community politics Isaiah’s vision
seems to vanish like a wisp of smoke.  When we see ongoing conflict
throughout the world, Isaiah’s dream seems to fade with the morning light. 
But when we take the time to recognize the ways in which God does work in
our world, we see that the dream is indeed alive.  Ghandi, Martin Luther King,
Jr., John F. Kennedy, Jimmy Carter, Mother Teresa, and Pope Francis are all
people who have worked on a large stage to bring about peace in our world. 
They have invited wolves and lambs, leopards and goats, and calves and
lions to live together, to eat at the same trough, to feast at the same table. 
Their efforts have been mixed, to be sure.  Injustice through the caste system
still exists in India.  The poor of Calcutta still do not have adequate medical
care.  Racism still thrives in many parts of our nation and all third world
nations have not yet learned to handle free and fair elections.  Still we
discover that the work of peace has brought people together.  Foes have
become friends.

Isaiah uses a very interesting image in his vision of the peaceable
kingdom.  Often throughout scripture, genealogies are used to demonstrate
how God has worked through history to accomplish his will.  The Old
Testament is full of these lists and even the New Testament provides
genealogies of Jesus’ ancestry to link him to key people in the Hebrew family. 
Isaiah, however, employs a different tactic.  He mentions the stump of Jesse
from which a sprout emerges.  There is no towering tree with the numerous
branches of the Hebrew family spreading out to provide background for
Isaiah’s vision.  There is only a stump as if some catastrophe–a fire or enemy
invasion–has destroyed the tree.  There is only a stump which would suggest
despair and hopelessness.

You may remember the movie A Walk in the Clouds which was released
some years ago.  It is the story of a young man returning from the war and a
young woman returning home, pregnant and without a husband.  The two
meet and the man agrees to pretend to be her husband to avoid the wrath of
her overbearing father.  The girl’s family owns1 a vineyard which provides the
backdrop for the drama of the story.  There is the typical outrage of the father,

1Alfonso Arau, dir., A Walk in the Clouds, (Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation,1995).
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other family tensions which emerge, and the love which gradually grows
between the young couple.  As the grapes are ripening on the vine, a sudden
freeze threatens the crop and fire pots are put throughout the vineyard to
keep the vines from freezing.  A fight with the father and an overturned fire pot
result in a horrendous fire which destroys the vineyard.  The next day nothing
remains but despair as everything the family has worked for over the decades
is gone.  Suddenly the young man remembers the mother vine which was
brought over from the old country.  He rushes up a hill behind the house and
digs into the charred earth.  He pulls up a root and cuts into it discovering that
it is alive.  The root can be cultivated and the vineyard revived once again.

Such is Isaiah’s vision.  Israel had been beaten down time and time
again.  Many of her kings were scoundrels, promoting their own interests over
those of their people.  Worship was neglected, the poor were abused, God
was mocked.  There was no peace.  But, said Isaiah, out of the charred root,
the abandoned stump, emerges a shoot.  A tiny bit of growth indicates that
God is not yet through with his people.  A new branch will grow and bring
about the salvation of his people and peace will reign.

Isaiah’s vision points to Jesus Christ who came to lead us in the way of
peace.  Through God’s immense love for us, Jesus came into our lives as a
baby and grew to be our Savior so that we might have true peace.

Jesus lived Isaiah’s vision of peace.  He sought to bring people
together, to bring reconciliation where enmity once existed.  He showed us
that peace is possible despite the fact that he was killed by hatred, jealousy,
and misunderstanding.  He came back to life to lead us to new life and
reconciliation with one another and with God.

We do not have to be a Nelson Mandela seeking to overturn the unjust
systems of an entire nation.  We may simply try to reunite two friends who
have gotten into cross purposes.  We do not have find a solution to ancient
conflicts but we may be able to avoid an emerging conflict by correcting a
harmful rumor or stopping vicious lies.  We may not move to some distant
land to provide medical care for those who are dying, but we can extend the
hand of friendship to people who do not trust us for whatever reasons.  We
do not have to find the key to world peace, but we can make new friends with
people who are quite different from us.  We can seek forgiveness for a wrong
we have done.  We can offer forgiveness for a wrong done to us.
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Isaiah’s vision is more than a pipedream.  It is the reality of God’s love
for us and our growing love for one another.  God has used his people to
change the course of history, to transform corrupt institutions, to get rid of
harmful customs, and to heal broken relationships.  God has used people like
Nelson Mandela.  Why should God not use people like us?

Isaiah’s vision is one of hope born in love.  It begins small and grows
into a flourishing new vineyard of peace and harmony.  It begins with each of
us and grows into the family for which God longs and for which he gave
himself in love through Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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December 8, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God who became flesh and dwelt among us, as we prepare our
hearts for the coming of our Savior, we can rejoice in the faithfulness you
have shown to your people throughout the ages.  And yet, in this season of
Advent, we continue to be surprised by your grace, by the beauty of your
creation, by the wonder of your love for us, by the cry of a baby in a manger. 
In this season, we give you thanks for familiar music and comforting
traditions.  We give you thanks for the grace of family and friends--for laughter
shared, for encouragement offered, for kindness spoken, and for love
expressed.  Most of all, we give you thanks for the gift of your Son who brings
us light, who gives us hope, who fills our celebrations with abundant joy and
abiding peace.  Help us in our gratitude to have a spirit of generosity and
compassion.  Help us to share all that you have given to us and to remember
that you are the source of all that we have and all that we are.

And help us to remember, Gracious God, that there are those for whom
these days of celebration and excess are difficult days.  There are those who
walk through these days carrying a burden of grief or guilt or fear or
uncertainty.  There are many whose desire to rejoice is crippled by illness or
addiction or loneliness.  Still others witness the extravagance of this season
as they face depression, poverty, hunger or hopelessness.   For these we
pray, O Lord, asking for them your peace that is beyond all understanding and
your love that reaches beyond all fear.  In this season  cluttered by events and
activities, may the message of Christ's birth not be obscured by colorful
packages and twinkling lights, and may we not pass through this season
untouched and unchanged.  Having heard it all before, help us not to miss
recognizing anew the Christ who comes to us once again.  Grant to us ears
to hear, eyes to see, and a story to tell of a God who still dwells among us. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


