
 
  
  
 The first word, the direct object, the whole point of this Second Sunday of Advent 
is that little word, “shoot.”  
 
 “A shoot shall rise…”  
 
 But it is hard to ignore the next big word in the sentence, the one that provides the 
overall context for the shoot. The shoot emerges from “a stump.”  
 
 Driving through the Sierra Nevada’s several years ago, I could see the evidence of 
fires the previous year, a sea of burned-out stumps. They dotted the mountainsides, 
evidence of a large and vibrant forest. All you could do when witnessing such a scene 
was imagine what it once was; it was hard to imagine what it might be. Knowing the 
recent history of even more significant fires, I imagine those stumps are even more 
numerous and ominous. 
 
 Advent dares us to look ahead, to sing ahead of time, to ask what might be, but 
when all we can see is a field of stumps, it is hard not to cast our vision backward.  
 
 If we are lonely, we imagine the days when the table was filled with people and 
laughter. If we are sick, we remember the days when our bodies were strong. If we are 
grieving, we remember the days before loss was our constant companion.  
 
 Israel remembers the days when they had land, when the fields produced harvests, 
and their families believed they would endure forever. Israel remembers David, the king 
who expanded their boundaries and secured their peace. He was a warrior who could 
strike fear in their enemies. Listening to some of the psalms written in his name gives a 
sense of the heady times Israel knew: “The LORD is my rock, my fortress, and my 
deliverer, my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold. I call upon the LORD, 
who is worthy to be praised, so I shall be saved from my enemies” (Psalm 18:2-3).  
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 But all those times are in the past. All Israel knows now is the power of the 
Assyrians, who ransacked their fortresses and carried them off into exile. Even though 
the history books record the Assyrian conquest as a military and political victory, Israel 
believes the one who is really behind it is the Lord, that God is punishing them for their 
unfaithfulness. There are psalms that capture this reality as well, none more memorably 
and painfully than the one Jesus cries from the cross, Psalm 22, “My God, my God, why 
have you forsaken me?”  
 
 If you drove by our house on Riverview Drive after we first moved there, you 
would have seen a nice, small shrub on the right corner as you faced the house. It 
produced beautiful holly a couple of times a year and in the spring was abuzz with 
pollinating bees. As the years went by, I would trim it back from time to time, but not 
every time I cut the grass. The bees were formidable, so it was easier to say, “I’ll trim it 
next time,” but next time would stretch into months, and months stretched into years. If 
you drove by in those latter years, you would notice a holly tree engulfing the right 
quarter of the house, like some ancient green monster from a horror movie. One 
afternoon I went out to get the mail I heard this noise, like a leaf-blower, coming from the 
holly tree. It was the bees, tens of thousands of them. 
 
 I went inside and said, “This thing has got to go.”  
 
 So, I called a company that does this, warned them about the bees, and waited. 
They were at the house several hours, and I worried the whole time that I would hear 
screams and see them running behind a trail of pursuing bees, but when they left, I went 
outside, and all that was left of the shrub was a stump. I felt no sadness for the stump, 
only a gleeful, human triumph over nature. This was April. 
 
 In May, I saw a shoot. In early June there were several of them, with leaves. And 
in August, Kim said I probably needed to go trim the shrub. It was again reaching for the 
eaves. I learned a lesson. If you want to kill the shrub, you have to dig up the roots. As 
long as the roots are there, they will continue to reach down into the soil, and no matter 
what kind of trauma has occurred above the ground, if the root is living, the tree is living, 
and it will eventually send out shoots, and those shoots will become branches.  
 
 The stump is not the thing. The root is the thing. The stump is the surface reality. It 
tells us that something once grew here, but it is no more. There was a life we imagined – 
before death, before divorce, before unemployment, before sickness. Now it is 
unrecognizable in its older form. Now it is a stump, a tragic reminder. Yet the stump is 
not the reality of who we are anymore than the tree we worked so hard to cultivate. The 
roots, they are what is most real.  



 The illusion is that the tree that grows from the root is the essence of who we are. It 
is a pervasive and insidious spiritual problem, widespread in our culture. Some of the 
trees we grow are impressive, and we are rightly proud of them. Pride, though, can 
quickly turn into a reliance on the truth of that tree above all others. 
 
 And then a moment comes – a diagnosis, a failure, a firing - and we find the 
vibrant forest razed to the ground by some Assyrian army or another, and all that is left is 
the stump. I remember sitting with someone who received a life-altering word that he had 
a fast-acting cancer on the second day of his retirement. He said, “I planned the 401(k), 
and the right year to maximize Social Security, and a travel itinerary for the first three 
years of my retirement, but I didn’t plan for this.” We never do. 
 
 And yet, it is right here, amid a field of stumps, that Isaiah proclaims his vision. He 
doesn’t look out at a beautiful sunset and then make his proclamation. He doesn’t cast his 
vision from the midst of a secure home and a full stomach. No, he proclaims it when all 
around him seems lost and devastated, when the dreams of the people lay all around as 
dead stumps.  
 
 It is right here that Isaiah says there’s a day coming when God’s shalom will cover 
the earth as the waters cover the sea. 
 
 When our lives are filled with fearfulness and it seems as though the ones who lead 
us are driven by nothing but selfish motives, we will not despair, for God is at work in 
Christ, the Spirit of the Lord, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, counsel and might, 
the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.  
 
 When it seems that all around us we are judged by surface realities – the test scores 
we achieve, the weight we maintain, the size of our house or our bank account, when our 
lives seem dominated by fast talkers on the take, we will not despair, for God is at work 
in Christ, who does not judge by what his eye sees, or decide by what his ears hear, but 
with righteousness decides with equity for the meek of the earth.  
 
 When we look around and the world seems to be as Darwin described it, “red in 
tooth and claw,” and is all about survival of the fittest, when we are consumed by the 
violence of the world in places like a Syrian or a naval base in Florida, when our inner 
lives seem like a war zone of doubt, anxiety, and fear, we will not despair, for God is at 
work in Christ. The wolf shall live with the lamb, 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 gift of Advent is the invitation it holds to believe, to trust in the mystery that is 
God’s Spirit, that God is at work, to trade in our despair for Advent longing, to proclaim 
that time is on the side of hope, that the world is moving not toward oblivion, but shalom, 
radical peace, that the shoot is even now growing among us. 
 
 The shoot grows among us now, the branch right in our midst. We celebrate this 
mystery in bread broken and wine poured and dare to welcome all to this table of peace, 
where the little Bethlehem child leads us still. Amen.  
 
  
 
  


