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"Words of Hope in the Midst of War”
Romans 15:4-13 & Matthew 3:1-12
It was the kind of news story that was filled with humor and horror.  There she was sprawled across the floor – a female tiger – surrounded by a number of baby piglets who were scurrying about.  Compared to the tiger the piglets were fairly tiny.  

Whether or not the tiger was aware that the piglets had been orphaned at birth, one thing was certain the little ones needed to be nursed.   Apparently after nursing her own litter of cubs the tiger had decided there was enough to go around.
It was the kind of story that would make anyone say, “Isn’t that cute?” That is until one realized that the piglets were dressed in vests with tiger stripes.  It was then the horror set in.
Whether or not the tiger was aware that at any moment she could have a pork laulau or a serving of kalua pig for her next meal, it was clear that the zoo keepers were not about to let that happen.  For the time being all seems well enough with the world and there is peace for the tiger and for the piglets.

Our reading from The Book of Isaiah presents us with the prophet’s vision of a world in which such peace abounds.  An unlikely feature of the passage is its use of animal imagery and the way in which Isaiah seeks to emphasize that hope in the midst of war can be shocking.  
How is it that the wolf shall live with the lamb?  Or the leopard lie down with the baby goat or the calf and the lion?  How is it that the cow and bear shall graze together or the lion and the ox eat straw?  

How is it that the tiger and the piglet shall live together?  Is such a world possible?  For one tiger and several piglets, the answer is “Yes.”  And as for the prophet Isaiah, the answer is a resounding, “Yes!”
Our readings from the Old Testament and New Testament this morning begin and end with references to Jesse.  In Isaiah we come to understand that Jesse was the father of King David.  The use of Jesse’s name implies a reference to the line of kings who followed David.

To call that line a “stump” may have come as a shock to those who thought that the line would continue.  But others point out that the “stump” refers to the exile of the people of the Judah in Babylon during the sixth century BCE.  The Davidic line ended in that national disaster.
Yet despite Isaiah’s warning and judgment the prophet also offered an invitation to the people to place their trust in God’s power to make all things new.   Even though the Davidic line came to an end, Isaiah offered his words of hope to the people.  Dramatic change is promised to those who had been devastated by war.
How can we trust that God has the power to effect such change?  For Isaiah, God’s power in creation serves as the reason to hope in the transformation of creation.  God, whose power made all things, is the One whose power can renew all things.

The pairing of predator and prey in a world at peace becomes a parable of God’s power to renew.  By imagining such a world, Isaiah seeks to inspire hope.
Such imagination, such inspiration is especially important for all of us today.  There are those in high places who would offer us a different vision of the world – one in which there is only predator and prey, one in which God’s power to renew is displaced by the power of humankind to destroy.
Sadly, the struggle we face as a human family to speak words of peace in a time of war and to offer words of hope in the midst of war is no different than the struggle of generations that have gone before us.  In our reading from The Letter of Paul to the Romans we are reminded of that struggle.  If the lion and the lamb can become friends, then, the Apostle Paul urges Jews and Gentiles to live together in peace.  In his writing, Paul recalls the words of the prophet Isaiah and says that the hope that was in Isaiah and in those of his day is the same hope that should be in us.  
As we look at the world around us it is easy to become discouraged and to give up having any hope.  We are tempted to disguise our feelings of hopelessness with material gifts, Christmas cookies, and the busyness of the season.  But the tension between what we know to be real and what Isaiah seems to imagine is not easily resolved with material gifts, Christmas cookies, and all the rest. 

If we are to have hope the Apostle Paul asserts it will come by the power of the Holy Spirit, the encouragement of scriptures, the commitment we make to live in harmony with others, and the ways in which we learn to welcome one another turning stranger into friend and enemy into ally.  One of the anthems our choir sang at last Sunday evening’s Advent service was the arrangement of “Lo, How A Rose E’er Blooming,” edited by Alice Parker and Robert Shaw.  Aside from the beauty of the music that was arranged by the composer Michael Praetorius in 1609, we give thanks for the words that come to us from an anonymous hand of an anonymous writer.
Lo, how a Rose e’er blooming

From tender stem hath sprung!

Of Jesse’s lineage coming

As men of old have sung.

It came, a flow’ret bright,

Amid the cold of the winter,

When half spent was the night.

Isaiah ‘twas foretold it, 

The Rose I have in mind.

With Mary we behold it,

The Virgin Mother kind.

To show God’s love aright,

She bore to earth a Savior,

When half spent was the night.

We give thanks to God for the vision of the prophet Isaiah and the appeal of the apostle Paul to dare to hope – the tiger shall lie down with the piglet.  Amen.
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