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December 8, 2013 

Romans 15:4-13 

Isaiah 11:1-10    Getting back to your roots 

 

When Christmas comes around, we all go back a little, I think. We get 

nostalgic and sentimental. We go back to our childhood. Back to the 

memories of Christmas past, back to the way things were. Back to the 

Christmas stockings we always hung on the mantel and the lights we 

always put up on the house just so and the cookies we always baked 

with mom, and the tree we always put near the window, and the 

ornaments of felt and macaroni that we always used for decoration.  In 

my house, we always put up an Advent calendar. And every day during 

Advent we would open a window on the calendar. And each window 

would have a picture of a Nativity character or a Bible verse to read. My 

sister and I took turns every other day opening a window. Every year, 

we both wanted to be the one who opened the Christmas Day window. 

And every year, we waited day after day to see who it would be, never 

knowing until just a few days before who would open that Christmas 

window. Neither one of us figured out that Christmas was on an odd 

numbered day, so the one who opened the window on the first would 
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open the window on the 25
th

. We never figured that out. Ok, I never 

figured it out and my sister never told me. But now I know the secret of 

the Advent calendar and I’m not telling anyone. 

Christmas takes you back. You probably go back to your own memories. 

Memories that you treasure, memories that make you laugh, joyful 

memories, maybe even some not so joyful memories. Every year, at this 

time, we go back and we remember something about who we are. 

That’s what the prophet Isaiah is inviting us to do today, to go back and 

remember. To go back in our collective memory as the people of God. 

To dig way down deep. And get back to our roots. Our spiritual roots of 

who we are and whose we are. Because the Messiah is coming, God’s 

Savior is on the way, the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand. Now is the 

time, Isaiah says. Now is the time to go back and unearth your heart and 

dust it off. And see how beaten up it has gotten. And look at how numb 

it has become and how broken and detached and lifeless without God. 

Go back and remember who you are. And that you are loved. And that 

you are God’s child. And that there is hope for you and for this beat-up, 

broken-down world. 
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Hope is what Isaiah has for us today. Hope is what he has for the people 

of God, for the people of Israel. There was hope, as bad as things were 

for them. With their nation in ruins. And their kingdom shattered. And 

everything about who they were and where they had come from, beaten 

up and broken down. There was nothing left of who they were. Nothing 

left of their community. Where the mighty family tree of the House of 

King David had once stood, now there was nothing but a dried-out old 

stump. 

There was just a stump. A stump of their former glory. A bruised and 

battered stump of who they had once been. Maybe you know someone 

who is dealing with a stump in their life right now. Maybe you know 

what it’s like. To be cut down in your prime; to have lost your dignity, 

your pride, your strength. To have lost an entire career to restructuring. 

To have lost a loved one to cancer or Alzheimers. To have lost your 

mobility due to declining health. To have lost yourself to addiction or 

depression or to the overwhelming pressures of work. To have lost your 

faith and your hope that there is anything good in the world. Maybe you 
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know what it’s like to feel as if your life is nothing more than a dried out 

old stump. 

If you do, then you know where the people of Israel are.  You know how 

lost and cut off and dead they feel. Everything they had known had been 

wiped out. The Assyrian armies had swept in from the north and then the 

Babylonians from the east. And they had destroyed everything. 

Everything they had known was gone. The great city of Jerusalem. 

God’s holy temple. The signs and symbols of God’s chosen King and his 

family, every bit of the greatness they had was gone. 

We can understand the pain of losing a city. And a house of worship. A 

friends and families and relationships. We can understand that. But the 

loss of a king? The loss of a royal dynasty? Why would that matter? It 

wouldn’t matter to us. Kings don’t matter to us. But they did to the 

people of Israel. Their kings, after all, were descended from King David. 

The kings ruled under the name of King David. The people were the 

people of King David. Now get ready for some Bible history because 

here it comes. King David was Israel’s superhero. He was their greatest 

warrior. Their greatest leader. Their rockstar of a musician. And most 
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important, he was a man after God’s own heart. David was the shepherd 

boy who defeated Goliath with a slingshot and a rock. David was the 

mighty conqueror who took the city of Jerusalem and made it his capital. 

Sure, David had his flaws, but David was David. He had made Israel 

what it was. 

God had promised David that his descendants would rule forever. And 

they did for about 300 years. But David’s descendants didn’t live up to 

David. In fact, most of them were pretty terrible. They worshipped other 

gods. They were murderous and corrupt and wicked. But still, they were 

descended from David. And the people thought as long as a descendant 

of David was on the throne, there was still hope. There was still hope for 

the kingdom. There was still hope that God was with them. 

But then the invading armies came. And Jerusalem fell. And the house 

of David fell along with it. And Isaiah brings a word from God to Israel 

in the midst of all this. The line of David’s descendants has been 

allowed to fall apart because the kings forgot where they came from. 

They forgot about God. They forgot they were to lead Israel to be people 

after God’s own heart. In Isaiah 10, just before today’s reading, we see 
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what has happened. “You who write oppressive laws, who turn aside the 

needy from justice and rob the poor of their right; that widows may be 

your spoil, and that you may make the orphans your prey. (1-2) 

Destruction is decreed, says the Lord. (22) The tallest trees will be cut 

down, and the lofty will be brought low. (33) The Lord will hack down 

the thickets of the forest with an axe, and its majestic trees will fall.” 

The kings had forgotten who they were. Israel had forgotten who it was. 

They had all forgotten their roots in God’s mercy and justice. They had 

forgotten their roots in humility and service. They had gotten too 

important to see the lowly. And too important to trust in God.  And too 

important to remember what was important. They had forgotten who 

they were and whose they were and that they were meant to be a people 

after God’s own heart. 

So, the mighty fell. The proud were laid low. The royal family tree of 

David was cut down. And all that was left was a stump. Israel no longer 

felt like Israel. They no longer felt loved. They no longer felt God was 

with them. But, Isaiah says, do not give up hope. God is still with you. 

God hasn’t given up. The roots of this tree aren’t dead. The roots of this 
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people are not lifeless. From this stump, something new will grow. 

There IS hope. There is hope for You.  

In our front yard, we have a tree that I was sure we would have to cut 

down. We planted it a few years ago and then after about a year, the 

leaves started to wither and the branches started to die and we saw this 

horrible fungus growing on the trunk. I was certain the tree was a goner. 

It looked like there was no way for it to survive. But, Zeb, bless his 

heart, who is full of tree love and wisdom, he said we should wait and 

see, that maybe, just maybe there was some hope for it. After all, he 

said, look, it’s alive. There are little branches growing out of bottom of 

the trunk where it’s still healthy. Just wait, he said, just wait. So, we 

waited. And over the next year or so, those branches grew. They grew 

up over the dead parts of the tree. And new branches joined them.  And 

I’ll be darned if that tree isn’t going to make it after all. 

It just needed a little time. And it needed to regrow from those healthy 

roots. Just like the house of David, just like the people of Israel. There 

was hope for what looked like a dead tree. A shoot will come out of the 

roots. A branch will grow out of the stump. And that branch will grow 



8 
 

and grow and it will be great again. But you’ll have to be patient. 

Because at first it may not look like much. What God is doing may not 

look like anything majestic. The new king may not be what you had in 

mind, but he will be a person after God’s own heart. He will have a spirit 

of wisdom and understanding, a spirit of counsel and might, a spirit of 

knowledge and the fear of the LORD. And he will pay attention to the 

poor and the meek. Righteousness and faithfulness will be what he eats 

for breakfast. And the kingdom, that perfect kingdom that God intended 

will come. It will come so powerfully that natural enemies will live in 

peace and the earth will be healed and the world will be filled with the 

knowledge of the Lord. And it will all come from that branch, that little 

sprout from the stump of Jesse. 

That branch from the stump of Jesse. That root, we know it’s Jesus, born 

of Joseph, son of David. That describes Jesus to a T. Scholars say Isaiah 

didn’t mean to describe Jesus. He was probably talking about a king of 

David’s line in his own time, King Hezekiah, who was a good  king for a 

change. But even if Isaiah didn’t mean Jesus, we see Jesus. And we 

aren’t the only ones. Early Christians saw Jesus in this passage. The 
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apostle Paul wrote about it in his letter to the Romans that we read 

today. That’s Jesus he said. He saw it and we see it. Jesus is that tiny 

shoot, growing on the dead lifeless stump of humanity. Born as a tiny 

baby in a cattle stall. Born to give us life again. Born to help us 

remember that we are loved and that we are God’s children and that 

there is hope. 

Now, during Advent, it’s time for us to go back. To get back to our 

roots, back to our identity as people after God’s own heart. Maybe there 

are things that need to be cut back in our lives to see it. Things that have 

become too overgrown. Things that have become too big. Things that we 

have grown too proud of. Things that we have grown too dependent on. 

Things that have made us into something we are not. What are the roots 

you need to get back to? What do we need to get back to as the church? 

How can we get back to those vibrant, living roots of who we are in 

Jesus Christ, to be known for humility and love and service? Where is 

God’s love growing among us? In our Community Garden? The 

weekend backpack ministry? How can that hope grow among us even 
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more? How can we in our lives, every day be people after God’s own 

heart? 

This Advent, get back to your roots. Know that the Messiah, God’s 

Savior is on the way. God is with us, even in the midst of our stumps. 

Come Lord Jesus, give us hope. 


