
The Peaceable Kingdom
Biblical Background:
Isaiah 11:1-9 – The Peaceable Kingdom
Summary
In the coming messianic kingdom, not only humans, but all 
God's creatures, will live together in peace and harmony.
Analysis
Here is another of Isaiah's promises of a restored "Messianic 
Kingdom" (see Introductory Issues). Though the family tree of 
Jesse, David's father, has been reduced to a stump, God will 
make it grow a new branch (see Isaiah 4:2; Jeremiah 23:5; 
33:15; Zechariah 3:8).
The new king will be given God's spirit, just as God's spirit 
"came mightily" upon David (1 Samuel 16:13). Governing in the 
spirit of God will mean caring for the poor and the meek, as it 
does throughout the Bible (Psalm 72).
This text goes beyond what we have heard so far by including 
all creatures in the kingdom of peace. The "dog eat dog" world 
of "nature red in tooth and claw" will no longer prevail, even 
though for now that, too, is part of God's created order (Psalm 
104:21). The vision of a world in which wolves and lambs, 
calves and lions all lie down together clearly moves beyond the 
possibilities of the present age. The description seems to partake 
of elements common to fables and fairy tales, but something else 
is at stake here. By bringing together in peace the child and the 



snake, the text reminds us of the enmity brought through human 
sin in Eden (Genesis 3:14-15). God will overcome the curse of 
sin and establish a world in which all creatures thrive. This is 
just one of many texts in Isaiah that contain what we might now 
call an "environmental impact statement." Judgment and 
promise, sin and grace are not only for humans, but their 
consequences, good and bad, are felt by the entire creation.

Isaiah 11:1-9

The Peaceful Kingdom
11A shoot shall come out from the stock of Jesse,
   and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 
2 The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him,
   the spirit of wisdom and understanding,
   the spirit of counsel and might,
   the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. 
3 His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord. 

He shall not judge by what his eyes see,
   or decide by what his ears hear; 
4 but with righteousness he shall judge the poor,
   and decide with equity for the meek of the earth;
he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth,
   and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. 
5 Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist,
   and faithfulness the belt around his loins. 



6 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. 
7 The cow and the bear shall graze,
   their young shall lie down together;
   and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 
8 The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,
   and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 
9 They will not hurt or destroy
   on all my holy mountain;
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord
   as the waters cover the sea. 



The Painting:

DWARD HICKS
American, 1780-1849
The Peaceable Kingdom, about 1833
Oil on canvas

Trained as a sign, coach, and ornamental painter, Hicks 
painted over a hundred versions of his now-famous 
Peaceable Kingdom between 1820 and his death. His 
artistic endeavors provided modest support for his 
activities as a Quaker preacher in Bucks County, 
Pennsylvania. The theme of this painting, drawn from 
chapter 11 of Isaiah, was undoubtedly attractive to Hicks 
and fellow Quakers not only for its appealing imagery but 
also for its message of peace: "The wolf also shall dwell 
with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid, 
and the calf and the young lion and fatling together; and a 
little child shall lead them." Into many versions, including 
the Worcester painting, Hicks incorporated a vignette of 
William Penn's treaty with the Indians, an image he 
adapted from a popular painting by Benjamin West (q.v.). 
Hicks may have viewed parallels in the two parts of the 
composition, inasmuch as Penn, who had introduced 
Quakerism into Pennsylvania, had also brought about a 
measure of the peaceable kingdom on earth.



The Music:
 The Peaceable Kingdom (premiered on March 3, l936, in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts) stands as a benchmark in 
American a cappella choral literature for its colorful and 
expressive text painting, mastery of compositional 
techniques, and broad emotional scope.  e work is also 
evidence of  Thompson’s genius in fusing seemingly 
disjunct sources of inspiration. He was able to 
amalgamate experiences that left him with equally
strong impressions but were separated by time, 
geography and genre.  Th ree such incidents, referenced 
in the following paragraphs, contributed to the creative 
process for this work commissioned by the League of 
Composers for the Harvard Glee Club (all men) and the 
Radcli e Choral Society (all women).
Ideas of writing a sacred cyclical work began at the 
American Academy in Rome, where he heard 
performances of a secular genre of music known as the 
madrigal comedy.  Here he witnessed the“unity”(hisword) 
and dramatic potential inherent in sequencing pieces for a 
desired effect and began to imagine their use in a sacred 
context.  The Peaceable Kingdom is conceptually 
patterned after Orazio Vecchi’s (1550–1605) L’Am 
parnasso ( e Slopes of Parnassus, 1597), a comedic 
madrigal cycle.
Both subject and title for this work emerged from the 
composer’s impressions after viewing a painting by 



Edward Hicks entitled,“ e Peaceable Kingdom.” (A photo 
reproduction of it graces the cover of the published score, 
E. C. S. Publishing #1730.)  The painting depicts and 
quotes Isaiah 11:6–9: “And the wolf will dwell with the lamb 
. . . For the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord 
as the waters cover the sea.”  Thompson’s ensuing 
fascination with the subject of Isaiah led him to examine 
and cull from all 66 chapters this cycle of verses based on 
the theme, “[t]he righteous shall be rewarded and the 
wicked destroyed.”In true cyclic fashion, the text in the  
first movement includes, “. . . my servants shall sing for joy 
of heart” while the last proclaims, “Ye shall have a song.”
Pianist John Powell (1882–1963) introduced the composer 
to the
Appalachian shape-note hymns of the South.  The 5th 
movement,  The paper reeds by the brooks, makes use of 
a device often found in them, that of putting the melody in 
the tenor line.  Ths cradling of the melody within the choral 
texture creates something fresh and, along with the subtle 
nature of the piece, serves to renew the listener’s ear. It is 
often excerpted from the complete work and easily stands 
alone, much as a hymn would.

Randall  Thompson’s extraordinary crafting of his music 
illuminates and supports these carefully chosen verses. 
His remarkable gift for melodic invention, unerring instinct 
for good text, and ability to create completely original 
music while working within the confines of classic 
composition are the hallmarks of his great talent.  This was 



considered by many to be his finest work at the time, and, 
along with his nurturing philosophies concerning choral 
music, has earned him his unofficial title, “dean of 
American choral music.”


