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1A 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.  (Isaiah 11:1-9, NRSV) 
 



 
Isaiah was a prophet who lived a long time ago, about 
700 years before the birth of Christ.  A prophet is 
somebody who is chosen by God to speak for God.  A 
prophet can’t necessarily see the future.  That’s not the 
job of a prophet.  Instead, a prophet is simply a 
messenger who delivers a specific message from God to 
an individual or to an entire nation.  
 
Would you like to be called by God to be a prophet?  
Show of hands, who here would like to be a prophet?  
I’m not sensing an overwhelming response of 
enthusiasm.  It’s not surprising.  I actually can’t think of 
a single instance in the Bible where somebody 
voluntarily applied for the job of prophet.  “Hey God!  

Pick me!  Pick me!  I want to be your next prophet!”  
No, prophets were always appointed.  Even those who 
eventually took the job, usually did so reluctantly, 
because they knew that the message they were going to 
be given bring wasn’t going to be well received.     
 
Isaiah lived at a time when Israel was in rebellion 
against God.  That’s not saying much, since Israel was 
often in rebellion against God.  A man named Ahaz was 
king in those days, a king who chose to radically depart 
from the teachings and ways of the Lord.  He promoted 
idol worship, adopted the gods of foreign nations, 
desecrated the temple in Jerusalem, neglected and 
abused the poor, even sacrificed his own children.  And 
much of Israel went right along with him.   
 
I’m sure you can therefore imagine the message God 
sent with Isaiah to Ahaz and the people of Israel.  The 
gist of it was this, that God was going to bring 
judgment on his people because of their sin and 
rebellion.  That judgment would come in the form of a 
mighty nation which would sweep in and conquer 
Israel, leave it in ruins, and cart its people off into exile.  
In chapter 6, God tells Isaiah to bring this message: 
 

Even if a tenth part remains in it, 
    it will be burned again, 
like a terebinth or an oak 
    whose stump remains standing 
    when it is felled. 
The holy seed is its stump.1 

 
It’s a stark metaphor.  Israel will be like a tree that is 
chopped down and left as an abandoned stump in a field, 
and not just chopped down but scorched and burned.  
It’s quite an image.  It’s a message I’m certain was not 
well received. 
 
Sacramento is regularly listed in the top ten on lists of 
cities around the world with the most trees.  If you take 
a picture of our city from an aerial view, almost 25% of 
the surface is covered by the canopy of our trees.  
Whenever we host visitors from other parts of the 
world, they always ask us questions about all these 
different trees they are seeing.  In my little backyard I 
have several palm trees, a redwood tree, a fir tree, an 
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orange tree, a lemon tree, a holly tree.  One of many 
things I love about our city is our trees.  Forget “Farm 
to Fork,” I preferred it when our water tower read, 
“City of Trees”! 
 
My wife and I both hate to see trees cut down.  We 
have had to cut a few down ourselves, but it’s grieved us 
every time we’ve done so.  Our neighbors recently cut 
down one of the most beautiful trees in the 
neighborhood.  I’m always struck by how permanent 
and irreparable the change is.  One day you’ve got this 
beautiful living thing that took decades to become what 
it has become, but then in a matter of hours it’s a lifeless 
stump, what was once a display of glory turned into a 
vacant space in the sky.   
 
What a stark prophesy Isaiah brought to Israel when he 
told them that God was going to turn them into a burnt 
out stump.  If you know your history, you know it came 
to pass.  Not long after Isaiah spoke these words, the 
mighty kingdom of Assyria swept in and destroyed 
Israel, including Jerusalem, including the Temple.  
Among those who survived, many were taken against 
their will as captives into exile in Babylon.  All that 
remained of a once glorious tree was a burnt out stump.  
 
But that would not be the end of the story.  As much as 
Isaiah’s prophetic message was a message of judgment, 
it was, and is, also a message of hope.  In fact, some of 
the most stunningly hopeful words in all of scripture 
are found in the book of Isaiah.  Part of God’s message 
through Isaiah was that out of the ruins he would 
eventually restore Israel so that it might become what 
God first told it’s patriarch Abraham it would become, 
blessed so that it would be a blessing to all nations.2  
The prophesy says Israel will become a stump, but also 
says the stump is a “holy seed”, hinting that life will still 
be possible.  It’s in Isaiah 11, which we just read, that 
we gain a fuller picture of that hope.  Again from verse 
1 of that chapter: “A shoot shall come out from the 
stock of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his 
roots.” 
 
I recently had the chance to visit Muir Woods National 
Monument.  I never tire of going there and walking in 
and among that old growth of redwoods.  In that forest 
you’ll come across these massive stumps of these 
ancient trees, often burned out from a forest fire that 
swept through the area years ago.  But then 
surrounding the remains of the stump will be these 
giant trees, each of them stretching hundreds of feet 
into the sky.  It’s hard to imagine that these trees all 
started out as tiny shoots that sprung up years and 
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years ago from the seemingly dead, burned-out stump.  
It’s as if you just can’t kill these trees.   
 
This is such a message of hope Isaiah is giving us here.  
Not just that, it’s a perpetually relevant message of hope.  
Where are those places in our world today, places even 
in your own life, which once seemed to thrive, but now 
more closely resemble abandoned stumps in forgotten 
fields?  Sometimes the devastation has come as a 
consequence, natural or otherwise, a consequence of 
foolish, or even sinful, choices.  There is wreckage in 
our lives that we brought on ourselves.  But other times 
the devastation seems random, out of the blue.  Either 
way, where around you do you see burned out and 
lifeless stumps, places that seem anything but hopeful?  
A broken and irreparable marriage, or some other 
damaged relationship which once was thriving.  An 
aging or sick body that you realize will never again be 
full of health and strength.  A dream which once 
captivated you, but now has been abandoned, never to 
realized.  A former way of life that you now see can 
never be recovered.  Years that were wasted, and which 
cannot be lived again.  Opportunities you failed to act 
upon, and now they have come and gone for good.  
Where do you see a dead stump where once there was a 
living tree?   
 
In a wider sense, it’s easy to look out on our world and 
bemoan the state of things these days.  I just finished 
reading a dystopian novel called Station 11.  Anybody 
else read this book?  It’s set in the days of civilization's 
collapse after a terrible pandemic kills nearly everybody 
on the planet.  I wanted something cheerful to read 
during the holidays.  One of the impressions the book 
left me with – it was more of a reminder, really - was 
the reality that the world we see around us, and often 
depend upon in many ways, is actually quite fragile.   
 
You don’t need a fictional novel to teach you this, of 
course.  After the events of the last few years, I think a 
lot more of us now live with this realization.  Haven’t 
we all been made aware of the fragility of our world 
economy, and of our health systems, and of our 
technology, and of our political structures and systems.  
Things that not long ago seemed so immovable, now 
seem vulnerable.  This should not come as a surprise to 
people of faith.  I could quote to you a hundred verses 
from scripture like this one from Psalm 103:15-16, “As 
for mortals, their days are like grass; they flourish 
like a flower of the field [or a tree in the forest]; for 
the wind passes over it, and it is gone, and its place 
knows it no more.”  Some day all that will be left is a 
stump.   
 
The message of Isaiah is that while this is true, while all 
that we see in this world is fragile and fleeting, there is 
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a deeper reality beyond what we can see, or maybe only 
seen by those who have eyes to see it, a tiny, green 
shoot growing out of the burnt out stump.  And though 
this shoot appears weak and vulnerable, the message is 
that it is actually powerful and eternal.  I can’t help but 
think of those hopeful words Paul wrote in 2nd 
Corinthians 4:16-18:  
 

So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer 
nature is wasting away, our inner nature is 
being renewed day by day.  For this slight 
momentary affliction is preparing us for an 
eternal weight of glory beyond all 
measure, because we look not at what can be 
seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be 
seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is 
eternal. 

 
Never forget that most of what you see in this life is 
temporary, while much of what you cannot see is 
eternal.  Too many people have no idea that this is true.  
Those of us who know better can too easily forget.   
 
The verses we read this evening from Isaiah 11 urge us 
not to forget.  We learn here that the source of our 
hope, this tiny and easily-overlooked shoot coming out 
of a seemingly dead stump, is a person.  Isaiah says this 
shoot comes out of the stump of Jesse.  Remember that 
Jesse was the father of David, who became Israel’s 
greatest king.  Other prophets before Isaiah had already 
made clear that it was from David’s ancestral line that a 
greater king, the King of all Kings, would one day come 
to set all things right again.  This was God’s promised 
Messiah, the one who would come to deliver his people.   
 
The words of Isaiah 11 describe this one who was to 
come, this holy seed, this shoot from the stump of Jesse, 
this one for whom we wait.   
 
We are told that he will be full of the life-giving Spirit 
of the Lord.  All wisdom and knowledge will belong to 
him.  There is so much we do not know.  There is 
nothing that he will not know.  This is the one for 
whom we wait.   
 
He will know the way forward and give strength to all 
who follow him.  This is the one for whom we wait. 
 
He will remind us of our place before God, that we are 
creatures and he is our Creator, and that there is delight 
and joy to be found when we take our rightful place.  
This is one for whom we wait. 
 
He does not judge by appearances, but always looks to 
the heart of the matter, to the heart of the person.  He 
does not go by hearsay, but acts and speaks only 

according to the truth.  And there is never any concern 
that what he does or says is misinformed.  His decisions 
favor those in need, those whose lives are burned out 
stumps, especially those who realize this about 
themselves.  This is the one for whom we wait. 
 
When he speaks, nobody will interrupt him, nobody 
will contradict him, nobody will shout him down, 
nobody will ignore him, and nobody will oppose him.  
His Word is his will, and shall be realized as it is 
spoken.  Thankfully, he does not come to condemn or 
destroy because he is righteous and faithful, and will 
establish righteousness and faithfulness in the land, so 
much so that there will be room for nothing else.  This 
is the one for whom we wait. 
 
And the results of his coming?  Instead of a burned out 
stump, Isaiah casts here a vision of a re-ordered 
creation.  Our world now is full of division – nation 
against nation, race against race, tribe against tribe, 
predator against prey, creation against Creator.  But 
when the one for whom we wait returns, all creation 
will know peace.  Not just the absence of conflict, what 
we call tolerance, but true peace, shalom, a 
reconciliation and healing of all things that is deep and 
lasting.   
 
As followers of Jesus, this one for whom we wait, we do 
not play make believe.  The world around us, especially 
this time of year, is playing make believe.  Happy 
Holidays is etched across the season, while frantic 
people rush about in pursuit of, but rarely finding, 
happiness even for a season, much less joy that lasts 
beyond the season.  Against the grain, we pause for this 
season of Advent, this season of waiting.  It’s a time to 
acknowledge that we live in a land of burnt out stumps.  
Not all is Happy Holidays, even for us.  But out of the 
stump has come a shoot, a branch out of its roots.  This 
is one for whom we wait.  In time, the knowledge of his 
coming will cover the earth, as fully as the waters cover 
the sea.   
 
Amen.   

 
  
 


