December 8, 2019
Isaiah 11:1-10
Chainsaw Art
Hope can sustain us when we’re worried and fearful.
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AT A GLANCE: 
George Kenny is a chainsaw artist. He creates art out of tree stumps. The prophet Isaiah refers to something, Someone, who is going to emerge from a stump — the stump of Jesse.
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Wild John and Homeless Jesus,” December 8, 2013. 

Although The New Interpreter’s Bible says “Few texts in biblical literature are better known or loved” than Isaiah 11:1-10, it’s unlikely that this reading has left you quivering with excitement. In fact, you could argue that it’s an outright and ridiculous exaggeration. 
Here are just a few texts that are surely “better known or loved” than this obscure text in Isaiah:
· Psalm 23
· Psalm 100
· The story of creation
· Moses and the parting of the Red Sea
· The Ten Commandments
· David and Bathsheba
· David and Goliath
· The story of Ruth
· The story of Jericho
· The nativity story in Luke 2
· John 3:16
· Revelation 20:1-6
To name a few! 
So, what’s to be done with this text? People today probably don’t care that Jesus came from the stump of Jesse (v. 1).
But some people care about stumps. George Kenny of Allyn, Washington, for example.	
Kenny is an artist, but to see his work, you may want to put on a pair of hiking boots. That’s because his “brush” is a chainsaw and his canvases are tree stumps and trunks. 
About a year ago, Kenny spent a day at Columbia Springs, a 100-acre environmental center in Vancouver, Washington. He’d been invited by the center’s executive director to make art of some of the stumps and trunks in the site’s forest. Using his chainsaw as a carving tool, Kenny spent the day making seven chunks of dead cedar into eagles, owls, herons, salmon and other figures, all of which remain on site in the woods. 
Figuratively, at least, the dead wood comes alive again. 
In the Isaiah text, there’s a dead tree stump as well, but the prophet tells us that God is going to do some awesome art with it … messianic art. 

To deal with this text, you will need to supply some historical context. For example, you’ll need to explain that while in its Old Testament setting, the shoot from the stump was expected to be a Davidic king to follow quickly on the heels of Judah’s disastrous King Ahaz (who had become a vassal of the Assyrian ruler), the New Testament view is that the text applies more to a much later descendant of Jesse in the person of Jesus Christ.
Then, after you get your congregation on board with the idea that the passage is a messianic one applicable to Jesus, you may want to rehearse for them how the characteristics described in verses 2-5 were fulfilled in Jesus. But of course, they’ve heard all that before, so they may not be riveted by your explanations.
Next, there’s the “peaceable kingdom” utopia in verses 6-9 that reads more like science fiction than any reality with which anyone is familiar. 
And finally, in verse 10, you’re back to the root of Jesse again, so don’t be surprised if you, too, are “stumped.”

But there may be a way forward by looking at Isaiah’s original audience. The reason they were willing to listen to Isaiah was because of their circumstances and worries. 
Isaiah’s message here is basically this: Isaiah’s words about the next king were to say, “Here’s our immediate hope,” and his words about the peaceable future were to say, “Here’s our ultimate hope.”
Congregations are not that different from the Hebrews of Isaiah’s day when it comes down to it. 
· Assyria is long gone, but terrorists abound. 
· The United States is not under a king, but its political system, with its vicious partisanship, can, at best, be described as gridlocked.
· Few people these days see government as a very effective apparatus for the common good. 
· Each day, there’s more bad news. Millions of people don’t even follow the news anymore, and many who do refuse to check the news before going to bed so their sleep is not disturbed. 
Our hopes are raised periodically by the promises from new and rising political stars. But then our hopes are crushed by the reality that follows elections. 
Like the ancient people of Judah, we can benefit from being reminded of the ultimate hope.
After Jesus was crucified and resurrected, the apostles read Isaiah through a new lens. They looked at the first part of this passage and saw not Ahaz’s successor, Hezekiah, who was a better man and a better king than Ahaz — although even he eventually disappointed Isaiah by becoming too friendly with the Babylonians. 
No, they argued that the only one who really fulfilled this text was much further down Jesse’s line, Jesus Christ. Thus Paul, preaching to fellow Jews on one of his missionary trips, referred to their common history and said, “[God] made David their king. In his testimony about him he said, ‘I have found David, son of Jesse, to be a man after my heart, who will carry out all my wishes.’ Of this man’s posterity God has brought to Israel a Savior, Jesus, as he promised ...” (Acts 13:22-23).
The lineage from Jesse, which is not very important to us today, was super-important to the Jews of Jesus’ day because it was a reference to Isaiah. The savior to come, Isaiah said, would be from Jesse’s line. So, as people began to suspect that Jesus was the messiah, the fact that he was “of the house and lineage of David” was huge! (Luke 2:4, KJV).  
Isaiah went on to say that when this new “shoot” from Jesse reigns, “the wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid ... They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord.” Clearly, this is a world quite unlike today’s world. And that’s exactly right: it’s another world altogether, another kingdom entirely. 
But this is the nature of hope, isn’t it? Biblically speaking, hope, along with faith and love, make up the “big three” of Christianity. They are the things that the apostle Paul said remain, that have enduring quality, when all else fails. “And now faith, hope and love abide,” is how he put it, and he meant that when looking for the qualities that are distilled from the experience of the believing life together, these three things — faith, hope and love — are the solid footing on which to stand, even if seen only darkly as through a distorting glass.
But when the Bible speaks of hope, it is not talking about the stuff we wish will happen someday. In fact, the Bible is quite clear that some hope is not solid ground, but in fact is sinking sand. Hope based on the accumulation of goods or wealth, position or anything else that is not God is false hope. 
Real hope is not some sort of wishful thinking that those with strong enough gumption muster up from some inner core. No, it is rather an ultimate belief that when all else fails, when every other support gives way, our lives remain in God’s hands.

And so we wait. And this can be difficult. 
Debie Thomas makes the point: “The Biblical pattern for God’s people is a pattern of waiting. Adam waited for a partner, Noah waited for the flood waters to recede, Abraham waited for a son, Jacob waited to marry Rachel, Hannah waited for children, the Israelites waited for deliverance… the list goes on and on. ... In my church, we ‘proclaim the mystery of faith’ every Sunday morning: ‘Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again.’ We rightfully pin our hopes on that last claim, and yet, in our humanness, we grow weary of waiting.” 
Like Kenny in Washington, working on his stump, it takes time before the image emerges, but in time it does.
What we see in Scripture is an emerging picture of Jesus of Nazareth, our ultimate hope. 
And this hope gives a perspective from which to view the threats and worries of life. Isaiah’s words remind us that those things are never the last word. Our hope is anchored in Jesus, the living art from the stump of Jesse.
Let’s take that hope and use it to sustain ourselves when the threats and worries of life rage or stump us.
—Joyce DeToni-Hill, Mike Hamilton, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Hope can sustain us when the threats and worries of life rage.
· In what ways does God reign through government?
· Regarding verses 6-9, will animals have a place in heaven?

Participation Pointers:
· Deliver the message while sitting on a stump. You could attach a silk flower leaf to it to illustrate the new life.  I like the image of the roots and shoots in this message. By sitting on the stump, the audience would use the image as a focal point.    
· Weeks prior to the service, you also might invite the congregation to bring their own stuffed animals to place in a focal place in the worship area. It would be quite nice to have an array of stumps even with the animals sitting on and around them.  
· The Conversation with the Children could relate the stuffed animals to the peaceable kingdom. The preacher could invite the children to show their animals and compare the opposites of the collection and what would happen if they were all in the same arena with one another.  Would they all get along? Lambs and lions? Etc.  Isaiah helps us to use our imaginations of what will happen in God’s new kingdom of heaven. 
—Rev. Joyce DeToni-Hill, Phillips UMC, Lakewood, Colorado.
· I would be tempted to bring in a chainsaw and leave it on the communion rail during the sermon.
—Rev. Mike Hamilton, retired, St. Timothy Lutheran Church, El Paso, Texas.
Sources:
Hewitt, Scott. “Chain saw carver makes art from Columbia Springs stumps.” The Columbian, October 15, 2018, columbian.com. Retrieved May 13, 2019.
Purdum, Stan. “God promised a righteous branch.” Adult Bible Studies (Cokesbury, Summer 2012), 87-88.
Thomas, Debie. “Learning to wait,” JourneyWithJesus.net, September 3, 2017. Retrieved June 4, 2019.

THE OTHER TEXTS
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Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 72 is a prayer for a good king. It is a request to God to provide the king with the kind of justice and righteousness all nations need if they are to survive and prosper. Consistent with other biblical passages concerned with justice and righteousness, this psalm speaks of the poor and needy as being the particular objects of the king’s attention. One of the distinguishing marks of biblical justice, especially with regard to the responsibilities of the king, was its emphasis on protecting the economically, politically and socially vulnerable members of Israelite society — a perspective that has been called the Bible’s “preferential option for the poor” (an idea developed in liberation theology). Widows, orphans, foreigners and the poor were those most often identified by the Bible’s theologians as needing — and, by divine fiat, warranting — the king’s particular attention in matters of justice. This perspective is reflected in verses 1-4. The psalmist prays that the just ruler be granted a long reign — “as long as the moon” (v. 5) — and that the effect of his righteous rule be as beneficent as the “showers that water the earth” (v. 6). The net effect of this righteous rule is peace (v. 7). The psalm concludes with a doxological blessing of “the LORD, the God of Israel” (v. 18), who alone is able to unite the social and the natural, the political and the theological in such harmonious relationship that the result is nothing short of “wondrous” (v. 18).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Virtuous Leader. Review what Confucius, Machiavelli and Rousseau had to say about good rulers. Since China is so much in the news, a focus on Confucius would be timely. Here is a good link, although it’s dated and makes no mention of the current leader, Xi Jinping, who very definitely aspires to rule in the spirit of Confucius: latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2010-oct-01-la-oe-gardner-confucius-20101001-story.html. This is a shift in official Chinese policy, given that Mao, during the Cultural Revolution basically kicked Confucius under the bus. Yet 30 years later, the first Olympics to be held in China opened to the words of Confucius, not Mao. Here is what Daniel
K. Gardner says in the article: “Confucius gave attention to two overarching matters: what makes for good government, and what makes for a morally good individual. His answers were elegant — and compelling — in their simplicity. Good government rules not by physical force but through moral force. The ideal ruler embodies virtue, which is expressed in his unfailingly benevolent treatment of the people. In turn, the people voluntarily, even eagerly, choose to follow him. Because government, to be good, requires a good ruler — and good officials — Confucius also characterizes what makes for a good person: someone who possesses a love of learning; strives to achieve benevolence, righteousness, propriety and wisdom; treats others as he would wish to be treated; is trustworthy and loyal as a friend, filial as a son and obedient as a subject; and, reciprocally, is affectionate and caring as a parent or an official.” Now, go to today’s psalm and compare, but especially, contrast, the Confucian view with the psalmist’s ideas. One huge difference is the belief in one God. Confucius respected religions, but interpreted them ethically. Difficult to find a god or divine being in Confucianism (thus the recent rapprochement between the Communist Party in China and Confucius.) The psalmist clearly sees himself as answerable to one God who has certain expectations. Explore other differences, such as the respective views of human nature and eternal life.
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Romans 15:4-13
What Does the Text Say?
Since Romans 16 contains farewell words of commendation and encouragement, Romans 15 essentially concludes the main body of the letter. Three important aspects of verses 4-13 are Paul’s reiteration of the “no distinction” motif, his use of the OT to bolster his argument, and his emphasis on hope. In Romans 14 — summarized by his call to “pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding” (v. 19) — Paul seeks unity by promoting forbearance concerning food purity issues that typically cause division among first-century Jewish-Christians and Gentile-Christians. This call carries over into Romans 15 — “Each of us must please our neighbor for the good purpose of building up the neighbor” (v. 2). Paul then drives home his message with a powerful summation in verses 7-9a. Critical here is how the gracious action of Christ is the foundation and summons for Christians to act graciously toward others. Also important is how this part of the passage underscores the “no distinction” motif. The NRSV captures the sense of Paul’s emphasis with the parallel use of “in order that” connecting verses 8-9a, which places the confirmation of promises to Israel’s patriarchs in direct association with Gentiles glorifying God. Distinctions are overcome by the dynamic expanse of God’s grace in Christ. Moreover, Paul is clearly claiming that “no distinction” is grounded in the reality that Gentiles have been included all along in God’s purposes for Israel fulfilled in Christ. Paul immediately turns to the OT to back his claim. Paul refers in verse 9 to Psalm18:49, in verse 10 to Deuteronomy 32:43, in verse 11 to Psalm 117:1 and in verse 12 to Isaiah 11:10. These citations mark Israel’s gratitude for and trust in God’s faithfulness to deliver and fulfill promises which in turn engenders hope. Within verses 4-13, hope begins and concludes the passage (vv. 4, 13). In verse 4, hope results from the steadfastness and encouragement of Scripture, which in turn Paul relates to the steadfastness and encouragement of God that grants us “to live in harmony with one another” (v. 5). Hope emerges from God’s grace, which then equips us to be agents of grace to others. Another dimension of hope is that of the Gentiles mentioned in verse 12. Here, in a manner akin to the past bolstering the present in verse 4, hope is placed in the historical perspective of God’s messianic purposes. Finally, in verse 13, hope is a present blessing from God that gives us the confidence to move into the future by the power of the Holy Spirit.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Making God Look Good. The text is verse 7: “Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.” Four items or ideas leap to our attention in this verse. First, the idea of “welcome.” Second, the word “therefore.” Third, the “just as” construction. And fourth, “for the glory of God.” When Paul asks the Christians in Rome to “welcome one another,” what did he mean? Did he mean that we should invite them to lunch? Have them over to the house? Give them a name tag, hymnal and worship guide? Invite them to a tailgate party at the Colosseum followed by a rousing game of Christians vs. Lions? What did he mean? Second, why does he say “therefore”? The word is a link to his prayer in verses 5-6 that the church might live in harmony with one another. When harmony is achieved, God is glorified. Third, why does Paul use the “just as” construction? We are to welcome one another “just as” Christ has welcomed us. How has Christ welcomed us? He welcomed us when we were still sinners, and while he knew the worst about us. He invited us to the table without expecting us to dress up for the occasion. He invited us without regard for our wealth, education, ethnicity, gender or religious affiliation. Anything else? And fourth, “the glory of God.” When the foregoing is achieved, it all makes God look good. And that’s what it’s all about.
*Homiletics has treated this text four times. Select Romans in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Matthew 3:1-12
What Does the Text Say?
John the Baptist’s fiery proclamation against ancestral pride sets the standard for Matthew’s gospel, in which repentance — and not pedigree — grants entrance into the kingdom of heaven. Matthew portrays John as an itinerate preacher who located himself in the wilderness of Judea. He is operating north of the Dead Sea outside the cities. His wilderness locale is an important piece of his prophetic message, as the citation from Isaiah will attest. He is the voice that cries from the wilderness. His way of life is appropriate to his setting. He is clothed in animal products (camel hair and leather), and he eats the plentifully available locusts complemented by wild honey (v. 4). His clothing also associates him with the role of a prophet (Zechariah 13:4) and especially with his predecessor, Elijah (2 Kings 1:8). After stating the tagline of John’s message, Matthew presents the scriptural warrant. John, he says, is the one about whom Isaiah spoke in 40:3. John is the voice crying in the wilderness that prepares the Lord’s way and makes his paths straight. Some Pharisees and Sadducees approach John among the great crowds. This is the first appearance of either group in the gospel, and, through John’s words, Matthew immediately paints an ominous characterization of the two groups as “a brood of vipers.” He commands them to present fruit that is worthy of repentance. Through a different metaphor, John reveals that when Jesus arrives, he will bring the coming judgment. He will collect the wheat and burn the chaff. For those who hear John’s message — be it the Pharisees and Sadducees, the others who come to be baptized or the Matthean audience — the herald of Jesus’ ministry sets the stakes high. Repentance is necessary, for Jesus and his kingdom are coming soon.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Is Repentance Relevant? The message of the Forerunner was repentance. “In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea proclaiming, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.’” The scene conjures up images of the bearded religious fanatic on street corner in a large city carrying a sign, “The End Is Near!” Have we considered of what, exactly, John was asking ordinary people to repent? People from up in Jerusalem and “all Judea,” and “all the region along the Jordan” flocked to hear John, and they “were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins” (vv. 5-6). What did they confess? Cheating on their taxes? Using a false measure? Beating the donkey? Honestly, many people when called to confess and repent just don’t know what to do. It’s not as though people think they’re perfect. It’s just that, well … we’re not that bad. Unless there’s murder, adultery, cheating or abuse going on, it’s hard for many people to think they really need to repent of anything. Yet, repentance is a prerequisite of gaining entrance to the kingdom. Our participation in the Prayer of Confession is at best perfunctory and at worst obligatory. Here’s the deal: a piece of tin might look shiny until laid side by side with polished silver; brass might look good until compared to fine gold. When we’re feeling as though repentance isn’t relevant, it could be because we have not seen a vision of the transcendent, ineffable and holy God. Were we to have that vision, we would then understand how wretched our condition is and how much we are in need of God’s mercy. 
*Homiletics has treated this text four times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Matthew in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
If you want to provide context, here is some more information (in addition to the Commentary below). The people of Judah, Isaiah’s audience, were witnessing the rise of Assyria, which had destabilized the entire Middle East and left the established kingdoms shaken and under threat. In fact, Judah’s northern Hebrew neighbor, Israel, had already been destroyed by the Assyrians.
Judah’s form of government was monarchy, specifically a monarchy of Davidic kings, and so like U.S. citizens when a new president takes office, the Judahites were hoping the next regent would not have the faults of his predecessor and would be their savior in times of trouble and threat. 
Thus, verses 1-5, about a new king from the root of Jesse, David’s father, told them to look forward.
Since the new king was selected by lineage and did not have to run for office, the claims in verses 1-5 weren’t campaign promises, but still, they have the ring of “When he’s on the throne, this is the good stuff you can expect from him.”
But behind the predictions of what the new king would be like was Isaiah’s reminder that their lives were under the ultimate power and control of Yahweh — the true king of Judah — and that even powerful Assyria was, in the end, an instrument in the Lord’s hands (Isaiah 10:5, 12-16).
Thus, after the words about the next king, Isaiah looks further ahead to a kingdom of such peace and absence of threat that prey and predator dwell together without harm or harming. And thus, too, the ultimate root of Jesse, as verse 10 says, will “stand as a signal to the peoples” and “the nations [including, no doubt, even Assyria] shall inquire of him.” 
Clearly, in these later verses, Isaiah is not talking about Ahaz’s immediate successor but a savior in an eschatological future. Isaiah’s contemporaries would have heard this part of the text as messianic, but they didn’t know who that messiah would be — only that he would come from the root of Jesse.
##
Bob Vila, of home-improvement TV show fame, has a number of suggestions for how to repurpose tree stumps. They include:
· a Gnome Home (decorate it as though it were a house for gnomes)
· a Fairy Garden (along the same lines as the gnome home)
· a base for a bird bath
· a base for a table with a tic-tac-toe game on top
· playground equipment, including a kids’ climbing wall
· a base for an open-air dining table
· a planter
· a woodland bench
· a base for a birdhouse
	The photos from his website would make a great series of illustrations to project on a screen.
—Bob Vila, “The best (and weirdest) things you can do with a tree stump, BobVila.com. bobvila.com. Retrieved June 4, 2019.
##
Everyone’s seen a green shoot growing out of a tree stump. Biologists in California are trying to encourage this phenomenon in the case of certain endangered tree species, like the blue oak.
Certain tree species, in certain environments, have a hard time producing enough seedlings that will grow to maturity. Tree-stump sprouts are a promising solution, for these reasons:
“First, since no acorns are involved, there is less risk of damage from insects, rodents or birds.
“Second, since the root systems of established trees are massive in comparison to those of planted seeds or seedlings, they have a greater ability to tap soil moisture and maintain a more favorable water balance during the hot, dry summers characteristic of the blue oak region.
“And finally, the initial growth rate of sprouts should be greater than that of planted seedlings since stored carbohydrates in the roots provide an abundant food reserve unavailable to small seedlings.”
—University of California Oak Woodland Management, “Stump sprouting: An alternative regeneration approach,” ucanr.edu. Retrieved June 4, 2019.
##
Isaiah sees the Assyrian forest being felled. He sees it only in a vision; it won’t happen for another century. Maybe he was disappointed not to see it fulfilled in his lifetime. But he has the vision, and hope depends on a vision. Likewise, he can see the felling of Jesse’s tree — that is, the fall of David’s dynasty. This fall he can also see only in a vision, but he can also look beyond it and see a new shoot growing from the felled tree. Earlier, he applied the imagery of felled tree and new shoot to the destiny of the people as a whole; here it applies to David’s household. The new shoot will lack the weaknesses that the Davidic kings have usually shown; he will realize the Davidic ideal in showing both compassion for the weak and toughness toward the oppressor. ...
There’s more that Yahweh intends to achieve through this new shoot. His significance will extend beyond Israel to the entire world. The sequence here implies the idea going back to God’s promise to Abraham, that what God does in Israel will be so impressive that the world will flock to Jerusalem to seek blessing and guidance from Yahweh.
—John Goldingay, Isaiah for Everyone (Westminster John Knox, 2015), 51-52.
##
I don’t live in a culture that helps me to wait well. In fact, just the opposite is true — I live in a culture that worships instant gratification, and primes me to expect solutions to all of my problems right now. I live in a world where I can order just about anything on Amazon, and find it on my doorstep within 24 hours. A world where I can send a text, an email or a Facebook message across the ocean and have it arrive near-instantaneously. A world where I have 24/7 access to information, healthcare, nourishment and shelter. In this cultural economy, delays are a waste of precious time. Worse, delays are automatic reasons to doubt the love and goodness of God.
And yet as I look at Scripture, I find that waiting is not only the norm, it’s nearly a vocation. …
Just a few weeks ago, I heard an elderly woman say, “Two thousand years. And still we wait.” She wasn’t complaining, exactly. But her words were a sigh, and I could feel her tiredness in my bones.
—Debie Thomas, “Learning to wait,” JourneyWithJesus.net, September 3, 2017. Retrieved June 4, 2019.
##
Augustus. Born Octavius, adopted son of Julius. Heir to the throne of the great Roman Empire. Julius was so proud of his boy, and himself, that he forged a coin in Gaul, distributed across the empire, to honor them both. On one side, the face of Julius. On the other, the face of Octavius. Written across both were the words, “Divine Caesar and the Son of God.”
Powerful men are often in love with themselves. Megalomania among the famous is nothing new. But few call themselves gods. ...
And when Octavius ascended his father’s throne he dubbed himself Augustus. Not the humblest of names. No, Augustus means worthy of reverence and worship. Like his father, Augustus reigned as god over his kingdom. 
Until 17 B.C.E. when a strange star appeared in the sky. The great Roman thinker and writer Virgil interpreted the sign for him: The turning point of the ages has come. Utopia is on the horizon, the dawning of a new and great era has arrived, through the great Augustus. ...
Government. Power. Rule. Not a system. Not a senate or an office. The ultimate authority. The right to reign. 
On his shoulders. Passed on. Bestowed upon. The power and position that caesars believed they held, that dictators crushing the Jews for centuries wielded, the authority and control exercised by mere mortals sitting on thrones inherited from fathers and mothers — this mantle is handed to a child heralded by the night sky Caesar claims to conduct.
—Shaun Groves, “And the government will be on his shoulders,” ShaunGroves.com. Retrieved June 4, 2019.
##
Another powerful memory I have related to hope is an image burned in my brain of a visit nearly 20 years ago to what was formerly the village of Posoltega in northern Nicaragua. It was about two months after Hurricane Mitch, and in this particular place, a mudslide had wiped out an entire village, burying nearly 3,000 people. 
As we walked around trying to make sense of it all, the heaviness of tragedy and loss enveloped us. I remember coming across human remains protruding through the caked mud. It was all I could do to push away thoughts of their last moments of life. And then, just a few yards away, I saw a single, small, brilliant, purple flower springing up through the mud. A sign of hope and rebirth. 
But rather than filling me with hope, I remember that it just made me mad. How dare there be hope where so much death and destruction had occurred? Here we are grieving, actively mourning for thousands, not understanding how anyone can recover from a tragedy of this magnitude. And yet there, right before me is this promise of new life.
I couldn’t see it in that moment, but that image taught me a great deal about my Christian faith. For isn’t that the crux of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. The landscape is dim. The empire is crushing down, crucifying us. Just when we think we’ve given up and the oppressor has won, Jesus returns to assert that no, that is not the case, God wins!
—Tracey King-Ortega, “Resurrecting hope,” PresbyterianMission.org. Retrieved June 4, 2019.
##
Christmas may inevitably bring sentimental soft-focus scenes of mother and infant, but the Scriptures for Advent make clear that such a scene is merely the eye of a hurricane. It is a mistake to think that just because God comes as a helpless child the effects of incarnation will be small and manageable, contained. During Advent, the words of the prophets — from Isaiah to John the Baptist — are foretelling change, potentially cataclysmic, at all levels: personal, political, cosmic. Why do we think that God being with us will make the ride less wild?
The prophets might be economists without the graphs and charts: Kingdoms will fall under the weight of their own corruption and lack of wisdom. Of course the prophets differ from many economists in that they do not place the burden of structural (and spiritual) readjustment on the debtor nations, but on the nations who flaunt their wealth and preen over their power and leave their children to the wolves.
—Julie Polter, “Waiting and hope,” Sojourners, November-December 1998, 14.

Commentary
Isaiah 11:1-10
Chapters 7-12 of Isaiah form a body of prophecies that originally dealt with the history of Israel and Judah during the reign of King Ahaz of Judah, near the end of the independent existence of the northern kingdom. At this time, circa 734 B.C., Ahaz was threatened with war by the Israelite King Pekah, son of Remaliah and King Rezin of Damascus, who were angered by Ahaz’s refusal to join their anti-Assyrian coalition. Scholars refer to this as the Syro-Ephraimite War. 
As prophet to the Judean monarch, Isaiah advised Ahaz to ignore this threat, arguing that the power of Pekah and Rezin was certainly no match for the power of Yahweh, who protected Judah (7:1−8:8). Ahaz, however, was intimidated enough to turn the tables on Pekah and Rezin by appealing directly to the Assyrian King Tiglath-pileser III for protection from Israel and Syria (2 Kings 16:1-13). Tiglath-pileser obliged, killing Rezin and attacking Israel, enabling Hoshea son of Elah to ascend to the throne of the north (2 Kings 15:29-30). 
The end result of this tactic, however, was that Judah became Assyria’s vassal and the north was incrementally destroyed until it finally fell to Assyria in 722 B.C. Although chapters 7-12 of Isaiah contain the prophecies on which Isaiah based his advice to Ahaz, it is a bit of poetic justice that Ahaz, who refused to listen to these prophecies, is rarely remembered as the original recipient of them. More frequently it is the subject of these prophecies, a promised Davidic heir who would restore hope to the nation, who is forever linked with these words in the minds of readers.
The promise of a new Davidic descendant first appears in Isaiah 7-12 in 7:14. Here the child is called Immanuel, “God is with us,” as a sign to Ahaz that God’s presence in the midst of his people will bring an end to the Syro-Ephraimite threat. In 9:6-7, more images are added to the promise of the child to come. Here he is called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” But in chapter 11, Isaiah unites two themes of chapters 7-12 in his description of the Davidic heir — namely, that of the promised child and the saving remnant. 
The promised Davidic heir in Isaiah 11 is likened to a shoot of new growth that emerges from the stump of a severed tree. Like such a sign of new life, he will grow out of the ruins of the house of David (identified by the name of Jesse, David’s father) and rule the nation. The image of trees being felled begins in chapter 6 (6:13) and recurs through chapters 9-10 (9:10; 10:18-19, 33-34). By chapter 11, the tree stump symbolizes both the deteriorated house of David and the people of Israel who will be decimated because of their lack of fidelity to Yahweh (see 6:13). After the majority of the people have been destroyed for their unfaithfulness, Isaiah promises that there will be a saving remnant of the people that will be led by a righteous Davidic survivor who will redeem those who remain (Isaiah 7:14-17; 10:20-23). 
He is described as full of wisdom, understanding and counsel, but most importantly, the fear of the Lord. This is the hallmark of a wise and worthy ruler — one who does not simply possess knowledge or skill, but who rules in the fear of God, having been blessed by the Spirit of God. 
The Spirit of God, as it is known in the OT, is that part of God’s nature that began the process of creation (Genesis 1:2), gives inspiration to prophets (Numbers 11), rushes upon leaders at the time of their designation (Judges 3:10; 11:29) and blesses human efforts with divine skill and wisdom (Exodus 35:31; Job 33:4). The presence of the Spirit of God resting on this Davidic heir demonstrates that the new king will possess all the gifts of prophetic vision, skillful leadership and holiness. Emphasizing the key role of God’s spirit, verse 2 consists of four poetic cola, each of which contains the word “spirit,” Hebrew ruach. The final three cola of this verse begin with this central term, describing the nature of the spiritual gifts given to the new king, “the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.”
This description is reminiscent of the description of David found in 2 Samuel 23:2-4, which states, “The spirit of the LORD speaks through me, his word is upon my tongue. The God of Israel has spoken, the Rock of Israel has said to me: One who rules over people justly, ruling in the fear of God, is like the light of morning, like the sun rising on a cloudless morning.” The new king will rule by force of law. It is the “rod of his mouth,” and “the breath of his lips,” meaning the decrees and laws that he shall utter that shall administer justice. 
Being endowed with the Spirit of God and guided by the fear of God, the promised king is able to fulfill the long-held desire for justice. The promises of the covenant law — justice for the poor, retribution for the evildoer and a restoration of peace unknown since the days of Eden — will be fulfilled by the promised king. The image of wild animals tamed and natural dangers neutralized (vv. 6-9) implies that the coming reign of the promised king will restore the world to the order it was intended to have at creation. In this way, the promised king is not only the inheritor of a great legacy, but he also is the co-creator with God of humanity’s golden future. 
It is not inconsequential, then, that the name of the promised king changes in verse 10 from the “shoot” of Jesse to the “root” of Jesse. He has become more than the outgrowth of David’s greatness. He will become the future source of David’s greatness, the king through whom David’s line achieves its highest potential.
It is no wonder that the prophecies of Isaiah 7-12 became so important to early Christian exegetes. The promise of David’s righteous descendant seemed to be completely realized in Jesus, and the most obvious parallels were drawn to these passages, as well as less obvious ones. Jesus was clearly seen as “God is with us” (Matthew 1:23), but he was also seen as “the branch” (Hebrew netzer) that grew out of Jesse’s stock. Matthew 2:23 makes this connection based on the fact that Jesus grew to manhood in a town whose name, Natzeret, or Nazareth, resembles this Hebrew term found in Isaiah verse 1. Coupled with the fact that through Jesus, Jewish tradition and wisdom passed forever beyond Israel and into the Gentile nations, it seemed quite clear that surely Jesus was the “signal for the nations” foretold by Isaiah.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	Isaiah 11:1-10
If you have an Advent wreath, ask the children how many candles are lit. Do they know why we light these candles? (If you do not have a wreath, note that it is the second Sunday of Advent and ask how many Sundays are left in Advent.) Ask the children what things are happening in their homes to prepare for Christmas. Answers here might be party and meal planning. What special/different foods do you eat at Christmas gatherings? Wrapping presents is another activity. To whom do we give gifts? Decorating the inside and outside of their houses is another activity people do to get ready for Christmas. Do the children have special decorations that go in their own bedrooms? Special meals and treats, wrapping gifts and decorating are all things we do in preparation for Christmas. Sometimes, people do things that help others. Perhaps we might bake special cookies to be given to a community shelter, or to “the helpers” like a local police or fire station. We could make gifts for our teachers and wrap them. We could make gifts for children in the hospital at this time of year. There are lots of things to do for ourselves and for others at this time of year. Advent is a time to prepare our hearts as well for the birth of Jesus. Close with a prayer: “Dear God thank you for this time of Advent as we await the birth of your Son Jesus. Help us to sit in your presence as we prepare for the presence of your Son. Amen.”
												
Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — Advent
God spoke through the prophet Isaiah,
“Comfort, O comfort, my people.”
A voice cries out,
“Prepare the way of the Lord!”
Every valley will be lifted up, every mountain brought low,
And the glory of the Lord will be revealed.
All people shall witness this together,
For the mouth of God has spoken.
Come, O Come, Emmanuel;
We wait for You to enter our world and our lives in a new way.
—Rev. Mindi, rev-o-lution.org.

Prayers of Confession — Advent
Call to Confession
Friends, we are in the presence of the ineffable and holy God. Let us humbly confess our neediness and ask for grace and mercy. Let us pray.
 
Prayer of Confession
We confess to you, O God, that we have fallen asleep. We often go through the motions and live our daily lives without much thought outside of ourselves. Forgive us for our shortsightedness. Forgive us for not being awake to the wonders and signs that you are doing something new in our world and in our lives. Help us to seek you in the face of others. Call us into your ways of love and justice, so that we might be fully awake, watching and waiting for your return in our world and in our lives in a new way. Amen.

Assurance of Pardon
O Holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray. Cast out our sin and enter in, be born in us today. As we wait for Christmas, we know that Christ has already come into our world and lives, has already been born in us. We are renewed and restored. Go and share the good news of God’s love and restoration. Amen.
—Adapted from Rev. Mindi, rev-o-lution.org.

Prayers for Illumination
Father, how do we see for the first time a story we've read so many times? Give us new perspective. Help us not to assume we know all there is to know, but to open our hearts and minds to your Spirit and the new truth you may be teaching us today. Perhaps the truth will not be new, but a lesson we've heard and simply need to be reminded of again. Wherever it is you are leading, let us be willing to follow. Whatever it is you want to teach, let us be open to listening and obeying. Amen.

Hymns
In the Bleak Midwinter
Blessed Be the God of Israel
Hail to the Lord’s Anointed

Worship and Praise 
Glory Is Here
He Will Come and Save You
Lord, We Wait
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Second Sunday of Advent, Cycle A
Isaiah 11:1-10*
Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19*
Romans 15:4-13*
Matthew 3:1-12*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.






