Sermon for Advent 2A

December 9, 2007—Family Service 

Texts:  Isaiah 11:1-10; Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19; Romans 15:4-14; Matthew 3:1-12

The image of a tree stump

With green shoots coming out of it

Is always one that has intrigued me.

People cut down trees for a variety of reasons.

They might be needed for lumber-

Often a source of income for people up here in the North Country.

They might have become the Christmas tree in your living room.

They might be cut down to make room for development.

Or because the tree is a nuisance

Or presumed to be dead or unhealthy.  

We live in a state which has fairly strict rules

About cutting down trees,

Particularly those near bodies of water.

We have been on a mission for the past couple of summers

To make the area around our dock more usable

For boating, fishing and swimming,

While working within the constraints of the law 

That limits the cutting of trees near water.
We had a tree hanging over the edge of the pond near the dock.

It was not a particularly large tree,

More of a nuisance type.

But it was bent over with branches that dragged into the water.  

A couple of summers ago,

In an effort to clear a place to launch boats,

John went to edge of the bank 

And cut the tree down with a chain saw. 
It was not easy working on a slanted bank at the edge of the water,
And John could not cut the tree down to the ground. 

We were left with an eight inch high stump

Hanging over the water with three branches

Each a couple of inches in diameter.
All last winter, while the pond was frozen,
We talked about taking the chainsaw, going out

And getting rid of the stump once and for all.
But somehow standing on the ice

Cutting a tree stump with a chain saw

Didn’t sound very appealing. 

So we never quite got around to it. 

Last spring, as the woods began to turn green

We were surprised to see

That out of that eight inch stump,

Grew several new leafy shoots.

Out of a stump that we had assumed was dead

New life had emerged.  

That stump clearly had roots deep into the ground

And probably into the base of the pond as well.

It was so well rooted that it was capable of supporting new life. 

A similar image begins this Sunday’s lesson from Isaiah.
The prophet describes how a new shoot

Will emerge from the stump and roots of the family of Jesse.

The picture of new life from this particular root

Was designed to be comforting to the people of Israel and Judah

To whom Isaiah was preaching. 

Jesse was the father of the great King David.
God had promised that there would always 

Be a King of Israel from David’s family.

But the time at which Isaiah was speaking

Was a terrible period in the history of Israel and Judah.
Israel had been decimated by the Assyrians a couple of centuries earlier,

And now Jerusalem and Judah were being threatened by the Babylonians.
The people were filled with despair.

But they also had a longing and a hope,
That their lives could be re-established
And that God would send them a new wise and good King.

With this picture of a new shoots emerging from the old stump,
Isaiah promises the people of Israel,

That yet again another King will arise 

From the roots of the ancient royal family of Jesse.

Isaiah describes this new branch as being filled with the Spirit,
The spirit of wisdom and understanding

The spirit of counsel and might

The spirit of knowledge and fear of the Lord.
As Christians, we believe that Isaiah’s prophecy was fulfilled

With the birth of Jesus,

Whose earthly father was Joseph,
Descended from the family line of David and Jesse.
For us, Jesus is the green shoot, the hope

That emerged from the root stock of Jesse.
With this belief, we know that Jesus’ roots go long and deep 

In the tradition of the ancient kings.
However, just as a green shoot emerging

From the presumed dead stump by our pond,

Surprised us last spring,

Everything about Jesus’ birth, life and death surprised 

The people of Israel,
And continues to surprise us. 

We expect a king to be born in regal surroundings

Not in a stable.

We expect a king to behave with power and authority

Not to wash the feet of fishermen and tax collectors.

We expect a king to die a hero’s death, 

Followed by glorious funeral,

Not be to killed as a common criminal on a cross.

Yet the Scriptural pointing is clear.

Jesus is the one on whom the Spirit of the Lord rested.

The Gospels are filled with references to the spirit, 

God’s own breath in Jesus. 

We know that at Jesus’ baptism,

The Spirit of God descended upon him,

And he was filled with the Spirit.

When Jesus died on the cross,

He commended his spirit back to God.  

In the Gospel of Matthew,

Which we read this morning,

John the Baptist describes the one will follow him,

Who will be even more powerful,
And who will be able to baptize with the Holy Spirit.

With the perspective of over 2000 years,
And a faith nourished

By the writings of the prophets, the words of the Gospels and the letters of Paul,

We know that Jesus is the anointed one that about whom Isaiah was speaking,
The one filled with the spirit—That spirit of wisdom and understanding.  

Jesus is the new shoot
That arose out of the stump

Of that old rooted family of Jesse,
The family so important to the history of Israel.

And how about us?

How do we fit into this picture?
We, who in 2007, are still longing

For the world promised by Isaiah.

One in which the wolf and the lamb will lie down together,

One in which the poor are treated with respect,

One in which no one hurts or destroys the holy environment,

Which was created by the Lord our God.

The crowds who came out to the Jordan
To see John the Baptist were filled with a restlessness and a spiritual longing.
Today, on this Second Sunday of Advent,

We, too, often experience that spiritual longing 

And that same sense of restlessness.
At this time of year, we are caught up in the frenzy of Christmas preparations,
Decorating, shopping, packages, cards, baking, and parties,
But we can be left with a vague sense of unease and dissatisfaction,

A feeling that something is missing.

We come to church during Advent

With a sense of expectation.

We are waiting and watching.
We see the light grow
And pray that it will illuminate our lives.

At this yearning time of year

We need the rootedness of the stump,

The grounding that being in the Lord means. 
Our lives are rooted in the Lord,

Fed by the Word

And nourished by water, bread and wine.

At our baptisms,

Water and the Word were poured over our heads,

We became God’s children 

And we, too, were filled with the Spirit.

The gift of the Holy Spirit was infused into us

And a blessing was spoken over us

Using the same words from Isaiah’s prophecy. 

At our baptisms, a prayer from that prophecy was said for us 

Asking that we be filled.

With the spirit of wisdom and understanding,

The spirit of counsel and might

The spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord,

And a spirit of joy in God’s presence.

It is the Spirit that can calm the restlessness

And satisfy the yearning.

It is the Spirit, who over 2000 years after Jesus’ birth,

Still roots us in the ancient stump,
Where we are grounded as God’s children by baptism

Those roots to that stump described by Isaiah,

Anchor our lives,
And supply a base for our green shoots

In the season of Advent in the Year 2007,
We wait and watch, 

And long and hope.
Praying for a world in which all the green shoots might thrive.

In the midst of the often confusing and troubled world

In which we live,

We yearn for that the new creation described by Isaiah.
We live in a world where warfare is a daily occurrence,

Where the powerful take advantage of the weak

Where holiday shoppers are shot,

Campaign workers are taken hostage,

And our over-consumption and abuse of natural resources

Threaten the quality of our lives. 

In Isaiah’s vision of the new world there will be equity for all.

And righteousness and faithfulness will be the order of the day.  

John the Baptist is still crying in the wilderness of our world,
Calling us to preparing the way for God’s new kingdom.

We know that our waiting and watching

Can be satisfied only by the One who is coming.
The One who is powerful and on whom the Spirit of the Lord rests.
In this Advent season,

We await his coming at Christmas,

And we remember that the promise that he would baptize with the Holy Spirit

Has already been fulfilled in our own lives.
But we also watch for the time that Jesus will come again,

And the world will be again be made new.
The time when Isaiah’s promised vision will be fulfilled.  

In this new creation,

The wolf will live with the lamb,

The leopard will lie down with the kid,

And a little child will lead them.

They will not hurt or destroy

On all of God’s holy mountain.
As we yearn for peace and the idyllic world

That Isaiah’s new creation represents,
We remember that the green shoots of our hope
Can be nourished only through our rootedness in God’s Word.

The hope for this righteous, equitable world,
In which all the green shoots can thrive

Will be satisfied with the coming of Christ Jesus,

The one in whose name we are baptized,

And in whom we have been promised

That we will find joy and peace.  

Amen
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