
Isaiah 11:1 “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.”

Advent is a time of waiting, of hope, of reflecting, of remembering the first coming of Christ while
anticipating the next coming. Of all the preparation we do for Christmas I think decorating the Christmas
tree with ornaments best fosters in me a sense of remembering. Every year we pull out the decorations
and walk down memory lane as we add the ornaments to the tree. Each year we give our girls an
ornament that somehow captures that year, whether a bike ornament the year they learned to ride, or an
Anna and Elsa ornament the year they were obsessed with the movie Frozen. Each ornament helps us to
reflect on years gone by, remember what was dear to us, and see how we’ve grown. We have old ugly
ornaments that we put up not because they make the tree look better, but because they tell a story, our
story. These all decorate the tree and bid us remember. It is interesting that, at least when getting a real
tree, we beautifully decorate what has become a dead tree. The tree has been cut from its roots and all
that is left is a stump.

Years ago we rented a farmhouse and there was a walnut tree that our landlord cut down. All that
remained was a giant stump. Then, a year or so later, I was walking by the stump when I noticed that a
new shoot was growing out from the side of the stump (see picture). Despite the fact that the entire trunk
had been cut down the tree did not give up, the roots were still nourishing this stump, fighting to live and
continue growing.

The name Jesse, mentioned in the Isaiah scripture, refers to the father of King David. God had
promised to David that his kingdom, his kingly line, would be established forever. The kingly line began
with Jesse as the roots and was promised to continue to grow forever. Except, if you know the story of
Israel, you know that the kingdom would eventually fall apart leaving no kingdom and no king. It appeared
that God’s promise wasn’t being upheld. Everything fell apart, the great kingly tree had been felled and all
that remained was a dead stump and a broken promise. Or so it seemed...

Isaiah offered hope that a shoot would come up from this stump. What looked dead, hopeless,
eradicated, was actually still filled with life under the surface. The kingly line of David was not dead, the
promise of God had not been broken, hope was not lost. These things were lying in wait for the right
moment to spring forth and grow.

I know that traditional Christmas trees are not going away anytime soon, nor should they. But I
wonder if it might be important for us at Christmas to reflect on a very different kind of Christmas tree, the
stump of Jesse. This little shoot that would come out of the dead tree is a kind of Christmas resurrection
story. The little shoot coming out of a stump isn’t as glittery and grand and beautiful as a well-decorated
Christmas tree, but perhaps it better symbolizes when hope was born as a little baby in a dark stable
unbeknownst to nearly everyone. That first Christmas the shoot coming from the stump wasn’t grand, but
it would grow, and as Isaiah said, it would eventually be decorated with the sweetest fruit, the loveliest of
decorations, and be the light that shines in the darkness.
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