
 
  

  

 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.” And then there is a third 

– the Spirit. Walter Brueggemann says this text narrates a “deep conflict and contest 

between stump and Spirit.” The key question, which is an Advent question, is whether 

God’s Spirit can create an utter newness from the stump, if a shoot is possible.   

 

 Driving through the Sierra Nevada mountains several years ago, I could see the 

evidence of recent fires, a sea of burned-out stumps. They dotted the mountainsides, 

evidence of a large and vibrant pine 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. The stumps 

stand like individual tombstones, marking an end. 

 

 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, to 

imagine we have reached an end, to pine for the old days.  

 

 Remember the days when we didn’t have to take off our shoes and go through a 

total body scan before getting on an airplane, when our families could walk into the 

airport, all the way to the gate, to say goodbye?  

 

 Remember when we would never have dreamed of wearing a face covering in 

public, when ZOOM was a way of describing a fast car, when attending church meant 

sitting in a pew on Sunday morning and not in your PJs in front of a screen? 

 

 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 
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grieving, we envision the days before loss was our constant companion. If we are unsure, 

we look back to those days when things seem clearer.  

 

 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).  

 

 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?”  

 

 Several years ago in the spring, we had a shrub bush that almost ate our house. 

When we first moved there, it was a nice little thing, almost too small, and so we 

fertilized it and allowed it to flourish. And flourish it did, reaching to the eaves of our 

roof. Every spring and summer, every month or so, I had to climb a ladder and try to trim 

this monstrosity. It was meant to hide an electric panel. Now it was hiding a quarter of 

the house. So it was last spring, while I was in the middle of my pruning job, dangling off 

a ladder, fighting the thing with all my might, that I had a thought. 

 

 “This shrub has got to go.”  

 

 So I cut a branch here, and a limb there, and before I knew it, I was standing in the 

middle of a huge brush pile, 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 late 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 must dig up the roots. If 

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 war. Now it is unrecognizable 

in its older form. Now it is a stump, a tragic reminder, a wooden tombstone. 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. And the roots can and do commune with 

the Spirit to stir new life.  

 

 The illusion is that the tree that grows from the root is the essence of who we are, 

to imagine that these outward lives we’ve built, that they are who we are. What I am at 

root, I am tempted to say, is pastor, or father, or graduate, or doctor, or spouse, or 

American, or Republican, or Democrat. The list is long, and none of these are bad, some 

are quite good. But if that’s the primary way we see ourselves, if those identities are the 

ones that we spend all our energy and time cultivating, then the illusion remains. 

 

 And then an exile moment comes, and we find the vibrant forest razed to the 

ground by some Assyrian army or another, and all that is left is the stump.  

 

 Israel’s prophets, like Isaiah, saw in the exile, saw in the stumps littered all over 

the national life, an opportunity to go deeper. It was a chance, when all the illusions of 

identity are gone, to heed the psalmist’s words, “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so 

longs my soul for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.”  

 

 Isaiah invites the people to an Advent longing. There is a day and time, cries the 

prophet, where the mountain of the Lord will be our home. Even now, God calls God’s 

children to remember that that is who they are, children of God. That identity precedes 

and transcends all our other identities. That home is our true home. It is the place where 

the spirit of wisdom and understanding, counsel and might stirs up the roots of our souls. 

It is the place where justice and equity for the poor and meek are realized. It is the place 

where even the animals are flooded with shalom, and the wolf and the lamb lie down 

together. They will not hurt or destroy on that mountain home. 

 

 Do you hear the call? Isaiah asks us on this Advent morning. I am reminded of 

what Richard Foster says at the beginning of his classic work, “Celebration of 

Discipline,” which our youth have been studying recently. “Superficiality is the curse of 

our age…The desperate need today is not for a greater number of intelligent people, or 

gifted people, but for deep people.”  

 

 It remains as true now, if not more so in 2022 as it did in 1978 when he wrote it. 

Here is a wonderful opportunity for us to remember, as the psalmist says, that “deep calls 



to deep.” Your soul is that reality within you that knows, at a deep level, that you belong 

to God, that you are longing for home with God. It is that place where the Spirit of God 

seeks to commune with you, to break bread with you and pour the wine. It is the place 

where God can and will make a shoot emerge from the stump, the place where the future 

will open out to you in such a way that you no longer need to long for a mythic golden 

age in the past, to pine for the good old days, but know that even now, God’s new day is 

coming to us from the future. 

 

 We enact it every year, this promise of God’s Spirit making a home with us and 

calling us to God’s future. We encourage it in daily devotion. We mark it with the 

increasing light of Advent candles.  

 

 We know the prophet’s words have come true in a profound way, on a starlit night, 

in a manger, where deep calls to deep, and a shoot emerges from the stump. 

 

 A little child shall lead them. Amen. 

 


