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 It’s because of a piece of music that, when we get to the Peace candle (and this year, 
the peace cup),1 I think of this picture2 and the passage from Isaiah 11.  I think I first heard 
the piece of music three years ago.  Someone posted a link to it on Facebook.  I listened to it 
and fell in love. 

 

 That happens to me sometimes.  Sometimes it happens when I sing a piece of music, 
as has happened several times preparing for concerts with the Golden Gate Men’s Chorus.  

                                                        
1 Because of the recent wildfires in California, in addition to lighting an Advent candle each week, we are 
pouring out an Advent cup of water, remembering light and life. 
2 The images used in this manuscript are downloaded from https://artandtheology.org/2016/12/06/the-
peaceable-kingdoms-of-edward-hicks/ or the websites this page links to. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=411398444
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=411398479
https://artandtheology.org/2016/12/06/the-peaceable-kingdoms-of-edward-hicks/
https://artandtheology.org/2016/12/06/the-peaceable-kingdoms-of-edward-hicks/
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Sometimes I need only listen to it, and it gets under my skin and into my soul.  Occasionally 
it is the music itself, music without lyrics or with lyrics that I don’t understand, that I fall in 
love with.  A combination of harmonies and rhythms sometimes reach into my soul and 
claim me.  The “O fortuna” movement of Carmina Burana grabbed hold of me when I was in 
grade school, and I can describe the exact circumstances and setting of the first time I heard 
Pachelbel’s Canon in D – it so mesmerized me. 

 More often, it is the combination of lyrics and music that entice me.  It is the 
combination that makes “While Shepherd’s Watched” my favorite piece that GGMC is 
singing in our concerts over the next 10 days.  And it’s the combination of lyrics and music 
that made me fall in love with Glenn L. Rudolph’s “The Dream Isaiah Saw”3 – the song that 
makes me thing of Isaiah 11 and this picture when we get to Peace Sunday in Advent. 

 American poet and hymnist Thomas Troeger took the images from Isaiah 11 and 
created a powerful poem.4  The refrain is a prayer, but unlike most refrains, the final line 
changes each time it comes around: 

Little child, whose bed is straw, 
take new lodging in my heart. 
Bring the dream Isaiah saw: 
Life redeemed from fang and claw. 

Then the last line changes to “Justice purifying law.” 

Then it changes to “Knowledge, wisdom, worship, awe.” 

 This movement – from the cessation of violence, to the institution of true justice that 
purifies law, to the transformation of the heart – is, I think, the movement that gets us to 
the Peaceable Kingdom. 

 Rudolph took Troeger’s poem and set it to music that moves from foreboding to 
triumph.  Rather than spend time describing something you haven’t heard, I’ll just say that 
Rudolph does a wonderful job using a simple organ and piano accompaniment, and adding 
drums and brass (instruments we might associate more with martial music than the music 
of peace) to mirror the transformative movement of the lyrics.  And I’ll include a link to a 
recording of the song in the sermon manuscript that I post online. 

 The images in the first verse of the song are not new.  The following two verses 
reinterpret those images as Troeger moves us through his progression toward peace.  They 
are the images from Isaiah 11:1-9.  They are the images Edward Hicks tried to capture in 
his painting. 

 Hicks was around 40 when he first painted “The Peaceable Kingdom.”  I say, “first,” 
because he painted over 60 versions of the scene.  We know it was over 60 because 62 
survive.5 

                                                        
3 You can listen to a descent recording of this song at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_FqhPh72kB0.  
4 You can read the poem at http://thebarefootpastor.blogspot.com/2009/12/dream-isaiah-saw.html.  
5 Holland Cotter, “Art Review; Finding Endless Conflict Hidden in a Peaceable Kingdom,” The New York Times, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/06/16/arts/art-review-finding-endless-conflict-hidden-in-a-peaceable-
kingdom.html (posted 16 June 2000; accessed 8 December 2018). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_FqhPh72kB0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_FqhPh72kB0
http://thebarefootpastor.blogspot.com/2009/12/dream-isaiah-saw.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/06/16/arts/art-review-finding-endless-conflict-hidden-in-a-peaceable-kingdom.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/06/16/arts/art-review-finding-endless-conflict-hidden-in-a-peaceable-kingdom.html
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 Hicks was born into an Anglican and Tory family during the American Revolution.  
His mother died when he was an infant and he was raised by a Quaker family named 
Twining.  As a teen, he apprenticed as a carriage painter,  and at 20, when his 
apprenticeship was completed, he started working independently painting coaches and 
houses. 

 He considered his teen-aged years to be ones of wayward living and started 
attending a Quaker Meeting in his early 20s.  He met the woman who became his wife at the 
Meeting and less than a decade after he started attending the meeting, the congregation 
recognized him as a Quaker minister.  To support his young family and his unpaid, itinerant 
ministry, he opened a carriage-and-sign painting shop. 

 While Hicks did get the occasional commission for an easel painting, it appears that 
most of his easel paintings were given away to family and friends.  This was certainly the 
case for his Peaceable Kingdom series.  According to Victoria Emily Jones, Hicks pursued 
this particular theme “to express his yearning for unity and peace, especially in light of the 
1827 Hicksite-Orthodox schism within the Society of Friends [as the Quakers are formally 
known], the first in the denomination’s history.  (Edward’s cousin Elias led the liberal 
faction that split from the mainstream.)  His Kingdom paintings reference the schism 
through a blasted tree trunk, which doubles also as a reference to the ‘stump’ of Jesse out of 
which Christ sprung up.”6 

 This is one of his earlier renditions, 1822-1825. 

 

                                                        
6 Victoria Emily Jones, “The Peaceable Kingdoms of Edward Hicks,” Art and Theology, 
https://artandtheology.org/2016/12/06/the-peaceable-kingdoms-of-edward-hicks/ (posted 6 December 
2016; accessed 8 December 2018). 

https://artandtheology.org/2016/12/06/the-peaceable-kingdoms-of-edward-hicks/
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In this, we see the animals from Isaiah 11 peacefully co-existing, with a little child 
(presumably Jesus) holding one of them.  I find it interesting, though, that there are no 
snakes in this early version.  I’m sure you’ve noticed the legend around this painting.  It’s a 
rhyming paraphrase of Isaiah, taken from a prayer book of the same era: 

The wolf shall with the lambkin dwell in peace, 
His grim carniv’rous nature then shall cease; 
The leopard with the harmless kid lay down, 
And not one savage beast be seen to frown; 
The lion and the calf shall forward move, 
A little child shall lead them on in love; 
When man is moved and led by sovereign grace, 
To seek that state of everlasting peace. 

 There’s no mistaking that Hicks is referring Isaiah 11 in this painting.  It is easy to 
miss, however, a little scene in the background.  Under the bridge.  This detail is from a 
version he did almost immediately after the one we were just looking at. 

 

This is a depiction of Pennsylvania’s founder William Penn signing a treaty of perpetual 
friendship with the Lenape Indians in 1681, 99 years before Hicks’ birth.  This is a scene 
that is included in many of his Peaceable Kingdom paintings, sometimes prominently and 
sometimes as a minor detail.  According to Victoria Emily Jones, “This, Edward thought, is 
what it looks like to put into practice the values of brotherly love and peace that Christ 
came to teach us.  Penn did honor this treaty, but his successors did not – a fact that 
Edward was painfully aware of. 

 “In place of this vignette, Edward sometimes depicted instead a congregation of 
leading Quaker figures unfurling a banner that paraphrases the angels’ announcement to 
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the shepherds of the birth of Christ:  peace on earth, goodwill to men (Luke 2”14).  And 
often the directive ‘Mind the light within,’ a reference to the Quaker doctrine of the inward 
light (Christ himself), which indwells believers, giving them a direct and personal 
experience of God.”7 

 In the 1834 version that’s at the beginning of this manuscript, the version that now 
hangs in the National Gallery of Art, the background scene is of the treaty-making.  But 
there’s something else I notice about this version, painted almost a decade and a half since 
he started exploring this motif in art.  There’s a chasm between the Peaceable Kingdom and 
the treaty signing. 

 Art critic Holland Cotter notes of the Peaceable Kingdom series that over time, 
“Additional children and animals crowd in.  The carnivorous beasts – lions, leopards, 
wolves – grow in size.  Where once they had cast their eyes docilely to the ground, they 
now stare out, alert, aggressive, challenging, even rabidly agitated. 

 “Hicks meant the beasts to typify human traits in line with his view of contemporary 
Quaker politics:  the lion symbolized power gained through wealth, the leopard a suave, 
threatening worldliness.  Occasionally animals are in conflict.  But even when they aren’t, 
the assemblies have a jumbled, restive feeling.  The ground beneath them is eroding; a 
fissure in the earth separates them from Penn’s treaty behind. 

 “Then, around 1840, the mood shifts again.  [This is from 1844-46.] 

 

                                                        
7 Ibid. 
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The artist was in his 60s.  He saw that the ideological battle [within Quakerism] he had 
anguished over would remain unresolved.  The … animals start to look aged and weary.”8 

 Perhaps this progression in his paintings reveals the progression of how Hicks felt 
about the prospects for peace.  How are you feeling about the prospects of peace?  Old a 
weary?  As if a chasm exists between our best efforts and Kin-dom of Peace? 

 Or do you have hope? 

 “Today we live between the two advents of Christ,” writes Jones.  “The Prince of 
Peace has come as a little child to tame our wild hearts, but somehow peace still seems so 
elusive.  Edward Hicks wrestled constantly with the tension between the already and not-
yet aspects of Christ’s kingdom, and we are called to do the same.”9 

 I believe that a necessary step to bring the reign of peace is to bring true justice.  I’m 
not alone in that thought.  Isaiah says of the shoot that ‘shall come out of the stump of 
Jesse,’ of this descendant of King David, “He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide 
by what his ears hear; but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, and decide with 
equity for the meek of the earth; … Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, and 
faithfulness the belt around his loins.”  And according to Troeger’s poem, it’s a necessary 
step to get to the dream Isaiah saw. 

 But establishing that true justice, a justice that isn’t necessarily “fair” because it has 
a preferential option for the poor and the powerless, is not easy.  Interestingly enough, one 
of the ways I think we can get to this justice is through music. 

 Maybe you’ve forgotten the story of the cellist of Sarajevo, or perhaps you never 
heard it.  During the siege of Sarajevo, during the Bosnian War of the 1990s, Vedran 
Smailović played his cello, out in the open.  He is perhaps best known for playing Albinoni’s 
Adagio in G Minor for twenty-two days in the ruined square of a downtown Sarajevo 
marketplace after a mortar round had killed twenty-two people waiting for food there.10  
His witness, his defiance, his bravery helped nudge the needle toward justice and peace. 

 And there’s a story about Pete Seeger that I love.  “In the 1970s, Pete Seeger was 
invited to sing in Barcelona, Spain.  Francisco Franco’s fascist government, … was still in 
power but declining.  A pro-democracy movement was gaining strength and to prove it, 
they invited America’s best-known freedom singer to Spain.  More than a hundred 
thousand people were in the stadium, where rock bands had played all day.  But the crowd 
had come for Seeger.  As Pete prepared to go on, government officials handed him a list of 
songs he was not allowed to sing.  Pete studied it mournfully, saying it looked an awful lot 
like his set list.  But they insisted:  he must not sing any of these songs. 

 “Pete took the government’s list of banned songs and strolled on stage.  He held up 
the paper and said, ‘I’ve been told that I’m not allowed to sing these songs.’  He grinned at 
the crowd and said, ‘So I’ll just play the chords; maybe you know the words.  They didn’t 
say anything about you singing them.’  He strummed his banjo to one song after another, 
and they all sang.  A hundred thousand defiant freedom singers breaking the law with Pete 

                                                        
8 Cotter, op. cit. 
9 Jones, op. cit. 
10 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vedran_Smailović for more information. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vedran_Smailović
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Seeger, filling the stadium with words their government did not want them to hear, words 
they all knew and had sung together, in secret circles, for years.  What could the 
government do?  Arrest a hundred thousand singers?  It had been beaten by a few banjo 
chords …”11 

 Peace, the dream Isaiah saw, is both here and not yet.  I believe we can make 
choices, as the offertory will remind us, that will help make real the dream of life redeemed 
from fang and claw, of justice purifying the law, and of our hearts filled with knowledge, 
wisdom, worship, and awe. 

Amen. 

_______________ 

Questions for contemplation: 

What steps can you take this week to bring peace … 
… into your heart?  
… into your personal relationships? 
… into the world? 

 

                                                        
11 newmexicobear, “One more Pete Seeger Story,” DailyKos, 
https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2014/1/31/1273976/-One-more-Pete-Seeger-Story (posted 31 January 
2014; accessed 8 December 2018). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z8Vfp48laS8

