
 
 

  

Sermon for Sunday, December 8, 2019 
 
 

The Sound of Peace  
Isaiah 11:1-10 & Matthew 3:1-12 

 
I have to admit that when I first read the scripture readings for today—I was not super excited 
about John the Baptist. Because honestly—when I think of Advent, I think of angels bringing 
messages—of Mary’s magnificat and shepherds keeping watch over their sheep. I don’t 
immediately think of the adult John the Baptist, appearing in the wilderness wearing camel’s hair 
clothing and shouting Repent!!  
 
But on taking a closer look, Isaiah and Matthews stories seem to go hand in hand… 
 
One paints a picture of God’s promise of a peaceful kingdom, while the other bears John the 
Baptists cry to Repent, for God’s kingdom is coming near. One tells us a vision of what God is 
up to, and the other tells us that we are invited to be part of the work.  
 
Even though on the surface, they seem to be talking past each other—in reality one helps us 
understand the other.  
 
The story in Isaiah begins with an odd image “a shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 
and a branch shall grow out of his roots.”  
It’s an odd image—how can a shoot come out of a dead tree stump? there’s no life left in a tree 
that’s been cut down—but the prophet makes a claim—out of the stump of Jesse, a branch will 
grow out of his roots… Jesse is a reference to the father of King David—whom God had made a 
promise to—that someone from David’s lineage would always sit on the throne of Israel… 
 
 
But when the prophet wrote these words, the kingdom of Israel didn’t exist—the people had been 
carried off into exile and the temple destroyed…to the people receiving these words of the 
prophet—the image of a dead tree stump was accurate—there was no more life in King David’s 
lineage--it was just as dead as a tree stump.  
 
And yet, according to the prophet—God was going to do the impossible—a shoot—new life was 
going to come from what looked to be dead—somehow God was going to bring a leader who 
could trace their lineage all the way back to Jesse—and God’s Spirit would rest on them—their 
reign would be marked by peace and harmony.  
 
The author of Isaiah continues by offering images that seem just as impossible:  

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. 



 
 

Animals that live as predator and prey, are suddenly living in each other’s presence without 
fear…this poetry and these beautiful images help illustrate what God’s kingdom truly looks 
like—“Shalom”.  
 
 
In the Hebrew Scriptures “Shalom” is typically translated in English as “peace” but it can also 
mean wholeness, wellbeing and flourishing.  
 
In his book “Until Peace and Justice Embrace” Nicholas Wolterstorff says this: “Shalom is the 
human being dwelling at peace in all his or her (or their) relationships: with God, with self, with 
fellows, with nature.”  
 
He goes on to say “but peace which is shalom is not merely the absence of hostility, not merely 
being in right relationship. Shalom at it’s highest is enjoyment in one’s relationships…to dwell 
in shalom is to enjoy living before God, to enjoy living in one’s physical surroundings, to enjoy 
living with one’s fellows, to enjoy life with oneself.” 
 
 
This is the heartbeat of Isaiah’s text—the prophet boldly claims that God is going to establish 
Shalom through the one who is to come.  
 
So As John steps into the wilderness he comes with the news, that the one who was promised by 
the prophet is coming—but John wasn’t one to mense words—his message was simple: “repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”  
 
The word repent literally means, to turn around--to recognize that the way we are heading is 
wrong, and that we should stop, turn around and head in the other direction.   
 
John’s cry to repent, isn’t a condemnation, but an invitation to examine the ways our lives may 
not line up with the prophetic understanding of God’s kingdom which is coming.  
 
And I find it fascinating that John’s harshest words are directed, not to the regular, every day 
people coming out to be baptized but to Pharisees and Sadducees who were the religious Elite—
or as Susan called them a few weeks ago—the movers and shakers of their time.  
 
As John sees these Pharisees and Sadducees making their way toward him, coming to be 
baptized, he greets them by saying “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the 
wrath to come?”  
 
Not exactly a warm and fuzzy greeting… 
He goes on to caution them—the fact that they are descendants of Abraham and heirs to the 
promise God gave him—that isn’t enough…they need to watch wait and be alert. Without giving 
explicit instructions, it’s as though John is calling them into action…They have work to do in 
getting ready for the coming of God’s kingdom… 
 



 
 

In the summer of 2004 I went on a pilgrimage for reconciliation with Intervarsity Christian 
Fellowship. For six weeks our group of 23 college students and leaders traveled around 
Germany, Serbia, Bosnia and Croatia, studying how ethnic tensions and exploitations, had torn 
people groups, friends and even families apart—we also met with religious, civic and grass root 
organizers to learn about what they were doing to establish peace.   
 
Before the trip, we were asked to watch movies and read books to help us understand some of 
the culture as well as the horrors of the Balkan war. I watched the movie Harrison’s Flowers-
which, even though it is fiction—takes place in cities throughout the former Yugoslavia that are 
very real—in the movie a photo journalist travels to what was then Yugoslavia to document the 
war.  
 
Through twists and turns, the journalist and his wife end up in the town of Vukovar—a city that 
in reality experienced some of the worst damage in Europe since World War II. In the movie, 
Harrison and his wife are there and live through the worst part of the siege—after days on end of 
shelling and sniper fire—a sound came that they weren’t expecting—silence. As they emerged 
from their hideout—the voice narrating the scene comments that the true sound of peace is the 
sound of silence.  
 
As we began our trip, this quote stuck with me and made me wonder “what does peace sound 
like?”  
 
In one of the first cities we stayed in in Croatia, I met a teacher—before the Balkan war his home 
had been in Sarajevo—when the war started he had no desire to leave but like vukovar, Sarajevo 
was under heavy siege—in fact it was bombed continually for 1,425 days…the persistent and 
relentless bombing drove this teacher and his family to leave in the early 90’s….when I met him 
in 2004 he had no plans to move back—the memories of the war were still so fresh—he couldn’t 
imagine returning… 
 
As we spoke I found myself asking him the question: what would peace sound like to you? As 
though he could read my mind he said “peace is not the sound of silence as some would suggest, 
but the sound of different ethnical instruments coming together to make music.”  
 
His answer stuck with me as we traveled to new cities. But it came into full view when we 
arrived in Sarajevo. We spent a few days walking the old historic streets which were still riddled 
with bullet holes—and we saw how soccer fields which before the war had been hubs of activity 
had been turned into graveyards.  
 
One of the religious leaders we met with in Sarajevo was Father Ivan Marcovich.  
 
After the war ended he and other leaders had looked for ways to begin the hard work of 
rebuilding relationships between different ethnic groups. Together they had decided to form a 
choir—only this choir was made up of people who were Croatian, Serbian and Bosnian—people 
who had just fought in a war that pitted them against each other, were now coming together—
and this choir specialized in singing each other’s traditional music.  
 



 
 

Father Marcovich was quick to tell us that this choir didn’t have the easiest time—singing 
together took work—they had to listen to each other—and the only way to sing a piece of music 
well is to respect it—which meant they all had to take time getting to know what made the music 
special and why each group loved it so much… 
As a choir, their goal was to be ambassadors for not only what peace looked like, but what peace 
could sound like. 
This is what the teacher had meant—peace is the sound of different ethnical instruments coming 
together to make music.  
 
It’s easy during the season of Advent to believe that our job is to watch and wait for Christ to be 
born and to come again. But the message of John and Isaiah calls us to action—God’s peacable 
kingdom is something we long to see and will ultimately be established by God, and yet, we are 
called to work toward it now, to get our hands dirty in building and fashioning peace.  
 
Because peace isn’t simply the absence of conflict but the presence of healthy dialogue.  
 
Peace isn’t only the sound of silence, but the presence of voices coming together to make music 
 
Peace isn’t just finding time to be alone, but the work of establishing a community where all 
needs are met and people are treated with equity.  
 
Peace requires our full presence, our willingness to advocate for those who don’t have a voice 
for themselves and to listen to voices that have long been silenced.  
 
Peace is a risk because it may mean giving up some of what we have in order that others can 
have enough.  
 
Friends, as we watch and wait for God to establish God’s kingdom, we are also confronted with 
the voice of one crying out in the wilderness—will we listen—and hear within the call to repent, 
the invitation to get our hands dirty in working for peace and establishing God’s kingdom here 
and now… 
 
May it be so, Amen.  
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