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Advent IIA: Isaiah 11:1-10; Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19; Romans 15:4-13; Matthew 3:1-12 

 

Having passed more than a few forests and Christmas tree lots and nurseries on my 
way back down to Oregon on Monday and then back up to St. A.’s this past Friday, I 
have been seeing and thinking a lot about trees. There is plenty of time to think on that 
drive up I-5 from Portland to Seattle and over to Mukilteo, across the water to Clinton 
and through the woods to Freeland and St. A.’s. To drive through the forests is to be 
reminded of our deep connection with trees and forests here, in this place. Trees and 
forests are such a tangible, visible sign of our identity and what matters to us—a sign of 
our economy, our recreation, what brings peace to our souls. Trees are everywhere, 
lining the road, surrounding us here, and now in this season, tied on top of cars bustling 
up and down the roads. It’s only December 4, so perhaps you haven’t tied a tree to the 
top of your car or hauled your tree or decorations out of storage. My thinking about 
Christmas trees included memories of trees past…the huge, beautifully decorated tree 
at the Bon Marche department store in Downtown Seattle that I reached out so to 
carefully touch when I was five, lost in the wonder and magic of it all, until I somehow 
accidentally must have tugged on it and pulled it over. How that happened remains an 
Advent mystery.  
 

Today’s Advent readings point us, though, in a very different direction from the 
Christmas tree. They do not point us up towards bright, twinkly lights with a star or angel 
or ornament on top, but rather downward. Not just down to the trunk, but further down, 
first, to the stump of Jesse in Isaiah. And then, going close to the ground with that cry of 
John the Baptist to chop down to its roots every tree that doesn’t bear fruit. Not even the 
stump should remain. These are harsh, unappealing images. Stumps are the leftovers. 
Signs that what was once full of life, majestic and towering is no longer. Anyone who 
has spent time in the Pacific Northwest has seen plenty of stump-covered mountains 
and hills. Veering a little bit off of that north / south drive, or heading a little more deeply 
into the mountains, stumps and leftovers snags dot the landscape. Clearcutting, fire 
damage. Even when new, younger trees have been planted (and, thankfully, they have 
been in many places) the stumps remain.  
 

The stump-covered vistas are painful reminders of what has been lost. What is no 
longer growing. How the climate has already changed. The grief that we collectively and 
individually feel over the loss and change in our forests is very real.  
 

This focus on the stumps indicates that this time of Advent is not a time for glossing 
over devastation, loss or sadness. Isaiah doesn’t say, “Don’t look down! Keep looking 
up at the twinkly lights! Ignore what isn’t going well.” Rather, the Advent invitation this 
morning is to acknowledge the disappointment or even despair we might have— 
whether that is directed at ourselves, our others, or at God—for the ways we or those 
around us haven’t been renewed. To honor the places in our lives that seem filled with 
dead wood, whether that comes in the form of weariness or hopelessness or despair. 
Isaiah was speaking to a people who were looking around and acutely aware of all of 



the stumps surrounding them, as well. Their trees were olive trees and their economy 
was olive oil, but they weren’t thriving. They did not see God’s movement in their lives. 
And their situation was not going to change for the better. There was a lot of deadwood 
in their lives. Into that moment, that reality, Isaiah says, “Look at the stump. Look at the 
dying leftovers. The part of the tree that has been left behind and is no longer valuable. 
Your gaze is drawn up to bright lights, the glitz, the power. But that is not where I want 
your gaze to go. it is time to look downward to where there is nothing going on.  
 

In last week’s readings, God and Jesus spoke from a mountaintop. In this week’s 
readings, God speaks from the stump, which appears lifeless. “A shoot shall come out 
from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots.” The stump is 
deceptively dead. Even though the kingdom of God might not look strong, there is the 
thinnest blade of green. Barely visible, maybe just a flash, and so completely 
unexpected it is easy to miss. The little shoot - the smallest sign of life - grows out of the 
places where we least expect it. And, the strongest new growth - the real sign of new 
life - does not come from visibly leafy branches growing outward and upward from the 
trunk, reaching toward the sun. Rather, the branch is growing out of the roots, 
downward, deeper into the soil. This is impossible, of course, and that is exactly the 
point. The kingdom of God always seems to be a matter of facing into the most 
impossible, hopeless situations and finding signs of new life.  
 

From 2800 years ago, the voice of the prophet Isaiah invites the people of God—us— to 
pay attention to the very small and seemingly insignificant glimpses of green growth—to 
open our eyes perhaps a little bit more widely, with a little more curiosity, to wonder 
what movements of the Holy One might be happening that are hidden from view. What 
healing and regeneration are going on, under the surface, deep underground, perhaps 
even at a cellular level. There has been so much emerging scientific research about the 
rich and complex lives of trees that happens in the root system—their communication 
and interconnectedness. So many books are coming out: The Wisdom of Trees, The 
Heartbeat of Trees, The Hidden Life of Trees, Finding the Mother Tree: Discovering the 
Wisdom of the Forest. Voices in the wilderness. Part of the chorus of wise prophets.  
 

Paying attention to our own “stumpiness” if you will and wondering what is happening 
underground (scientifically and spiritually) in our complex root systems puts us in touch 
that deeper, more complex root system that is intricately connected to the heart of God. 
It is when we go more deeply down that we become aware of the dreams that are 
buried, ready to be birthed; the wounds that cry out for healing; the yearnings we have 
not yet dared to name. (See Jan Richardson, Night Visions) Deep under the surface, 
perhaps the most growth-oriented questions we can ask are: What longs to be born in 
us in this season? How are we connected to one another in Love in ways we don’t even 
yet know. In that deepest of desires, that is precisely where God is. Waiting. Loving. 
Embracing. Thriving.  
 

 


