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I have tried to learn Spanish a few times in my life. I took two years in high school, but I 
didn’t retain much of what I learned. When I was pastoring in Baltimore, I was 
involved in a mission partnership with the Presbyterian Church in Cuba and visited 
Cuba about ten times in as many years. Hearing Spanish for an entire week at a time 
and doing my best to understand and speak the language helped to bring some of it 
back, but whatever progress I made each visit, it was lost within weeks of returning to 
the States. Several years ago I even tried taking an intensive course at a community 
college -- a full year of Spanish compressed into one semester. I ended up with a B in 
the course and my Spanish did improve a little, but I’m afraid most of the course 
content didn’t stick in my middle-aged brain.   
 
I mention my study of Spanish on this second Sunday of Advent, because as I was 
preparing the sermon for today, a Spanish word came to mind that captures much of 
what the Advent Season is about.  The Spanish verb esperar is rich with meaning.  It 
means “to wait.”  It means “to hope.”  And it also means “to expect.”  So, Advent is a 
season of esperanza!  It is a season of waiting for the coming of the Christ Child.  It is a 
season of hope for the peace that Christ will bring.  It is a season of expectation that the 
world will one day be transformed. 
 
When I was a child, on the first Sunday of Advent, I would dutifully bring home my 
handmade Advent Wreath from Sunday School.  And from then on, every night at 
dinner, for the four weeks leading up to Christmas, my parents and I would light the 
appropriate number of candles on the Advent Wreath and read a brief daily devotion 
and prayer.  It was our family tradition at Advent. 
 
But when I was 8 or 10 or 12 years old, there was something besides the Advent Wreath 
that focused my attention more than anything else during the Advent Season.  And that 
was the Sears Roebuck Christmas Catalog, or “Wish Book” as it was known.  I would 
pore over the Sears Christmas Catalog for hours on end, looking at all the toys and gifts 
pictured and described in its pages and preparing my Christmas wish list of all the 
presents I hoped might turn up under the Christmas tree on Christmas morning.  Being 
a science geek at an early age, I wished for things like a telescope or a chemistry set or a 
short wave radio.  I hoped and waited.  I waited and hoped.  Christmas could never 
come soon enough. 
 
Even as children, we learn at an early age that Advent is a season of waiting, of hope, of 
expectation – even if the coming birth of the Baby Jesus is not our primary focus. 
 
Now that I’m older, I wait and hope for other things.  When friends and relatives ask 
me what I want for Christmas, I often answer simply “World peace!”  And, indeed, that 
is what the prophet Isaiah looks forward to as well.  In this morning’s passage, Isaiah 
offers us another vision of peace – his popular image of the peaceable kingdom:  
 



“The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid, and 
the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. The cow 
and the bear shall feed, their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw 
like the ox. The sucking child shall play over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child 
shall put its hand on the adder’s den. They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy 
mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of God as the waters cover the 
sea.” 
 
Some Old Testament scholars believe that Isaiah was speaking metaphorically about 
international peace.  Earlier, in the book of Isaiah, the Assyrian empire is described as a 
roaring lion that seizes her prey. You see Assyria was the dominant military power of 
that time and the most feared nation in the Near East.  Isaiah may have been extending 
this metaphor to say that the lions of the international arena would no longer attack the 
lambs – great empires would no longer prey on small nations, but they would live in 
peace and harmony.  In a warring world, Isaiah was holding out hope for a day when 
there would be peace and reconciliation among nations.  He was holding out hope for a 
new king who would establish a just and peaceful world order. 
 
Isaiah was speaking of a new king who would come from King David’s family line: 
“There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse [Jesse was David’s father], and 
a branch shall grow out of its roots.” Isaiah had a vision of a new king with God-given 
gifts for leadership: intellectual power, moral might, and deep religious faith. “And the 
Spirit of GOD shall rest upon this branch, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the 
spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of GOD.” This king 
would rule with justice and righteousness, and would establish a new era of peace and 
harmony. 
 
In the Christian tradition, this and similar passages in Isaiah have been interpreted as 
pointing to the birth of Jesus, the Christ.  But that was not what Isaiah understood 
himself to be doing.  He was not predicting the birth of the Messiah in some distant 
future.  Rather, Isaiah had in mind a king who would live and reign in the immediate 
future, in Isaiah’s own time. 
 
It was only later, in the first century of the Common Era, when Jesus’ followers began to 
search the Hebrew scriptures in an attempt to understand Jesus’ profound significance 
for the world, that passages like the one from Isaiah began to be lifted up as pointing to 
the birth of Jesus.  Paul does this in his letter to the Romans: “The root of Jesse shall 
come,” he writes, “the one who rises to rule the Gentiles; in him the Gentiles shall 
hope.”  We find this reappropriation of scripture in the gospels as well, especially in 
Matthew.  So, passages that had one meaning in the eighth century B.C. were given new 
meaning in the first century as they were used in telling the story of Jesus and his 
significance for the world.  The new meaning does not cancel out the old.  It simply 
adds an overlay of meaning to the original.  It is a matter of both/and rather than 
either/or. 
 
Turning to the letter to the Romans, we find Isaiah’s message of hope and peace taken 
up by the apostle Paul: “whatever was written in former days was written for our 
instruction,” Paul says, “so that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of the 
scriptures we might have hope.”  And what does Paul say the scriptures instruct and 
encourage us to do?  “Live in harmony with one another.”  “Welcome one another.”  
And, in so doing, “glorify God.” 
 



Paul takes Isaiah’s vision of the peaceable kingdom and breaks it down for us.  He 
makes it plain and relates it to our own lives.  In our interpersonal relationships, at 
home, at work, here at church, in the community, we should “welcome one another,” 
“live in harmony with one another,” and, in so doing, “glorify God.”  And Paul’s not 
referring only to our friends.  He’s talking about our enemies as well.  That’s Isaiah’s 
vision, after all, that natural-born enemies will find ways of living with each other 
instead of killing each other. 
 
Metaphorically speaking, if you are a wolf, then try not to devour the lambs in your life.  
If you are a leopard, take it easy on the kids.  If you are a cow, share a meal with a bear 
in your life.  If you are a lion, break bread together with an ox.  If you are you a snake, 
top preying on the young and the innocent. 
 
Of course, the thing is we have trouble loving our enemies on our own.  We find it 
difficult to change the way we interact with others.  Old habits and patterns die hard.  
So, we look to the one who first came to us as a little child to lead us. 
 
Our Advent hope is in a newborn king, the baby Jesus, the Christ Child, the Messiah, 
the little child who comes to lead us with justice and righteousness, the one who comes 
to bring peace on earth and good will to all people.  It is because of Jesus that we dare to 
hope for a world at peace.   
 
So, in the words of Paul, “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.”  Amen. 
 
 


