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Why a stump?  Today’s Old Testament passage from Isaiah chapter 11 verse 

one says, “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a 

branch shall grow out of his roots.” 

What is this “stump of Jesse”?  Sometimes these very familiar and annual 

passages get a patina on them.  We hear them more as ritual than as 

understanding. 

Well, you will recall that Jesse was King David’s father and if we had read 

the previous chapter in Isaiah, we could surmise that the house of 

David nor the people’s situation are not in great shape.  The Assyrians 

are threatening from the north and God plans to use them as 

punishment on the people saying, “the tallest trees will be cut down 

and the lofty will be brought low.” The trees, the people,will be clean 

cut off; only a stump will remain.  And, indeed, the Northern 

Kingdom of Israel is eventually wiped out by the Assyrians. 

God judges Israel severely because they are not doing right by God nor by 

the people. The rich and powerful have become more rich and more 

powerful at the expense of the already poor and marginalized. The 

wealth and power gap extended to such an extent that the powerful 

were able to codify laws to justify their injustice.  

God also condemns the Israelites as “a godless people” with the twin sins of 

injustice and idolatry. But God also promised that the Assyrians 

would not go unpunished for their destruction of the lives of God’s 

people. The Assyrians too would be crushed and destroyed. 

All this destruction is a bit unsettling, as we like to have a loving, nurturing 

God and I don’t have nice, easy pat that reconciles this, except to say, 

that the people had turned from God and had no intention of turning 
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back to God, in part because they were blind that they had turned 

away in the first place. 

Today’s passage points out the kind of leadership God expects.  It is “the 

spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD… with righteousness he 

shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the 

earth…Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, and 

faithfulness the belt around his loins.” 

Notice nowhere in this passage is there language of “King.” Nor is there an 

image of the anointed ruling with some sort of military might.  It is 

the decrees from the ruler’s mouth that shall strike the land and slay 

the wicked, not a military fleet. 

That is, new growth out of old.  A rededication to God and doing right by 

the people.  A fresh start.   

Now we as Christians look at this passage and interpret it as pre-figuring 

Jesus, but to the Jewish people they might have seen Hezekiah, the 

great king of Judah who instituted many reforms and, outside of 

David, was considered the greatest king with possible exception of his 

grandson Josiah who always ruled quite justly. 

Hezekiah was king of the Southern Kingdom of Judah when the Northern 

Kingdom fell to the Assyrians, so it was natural to think of him as the 

one whom Isaiah writes. 

But, alas, there is no end of animosity between natural enemies as Isaiah 

describes either with Hezekiah or later Josiah. 

Even with Jesus, whom we Christians think of as the shoot and the branch 

and the child who will lead, we still don’t see this peace and 

tranquility in the world.  But that does not mean that God has not 

kept his word.  It is a matter of time—and preparation. 
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So many people look forward to the end time when Christ will come and 

wipe out all the bad people as God did with Israel.  But God does not 

call us to focus on others getting their “just desserts”. 

God is and has always been calling his holy community to justice and 

faithfulness, and has always promised to send leaders who will show 

the way. Not as a king going to war, but as a servant of peace.  Or, 

more accurately, servants of peace.   

Because as the early church discovered it was not just the leaders, like the 

apostles, who showed the way, but all those who lived their lives as 

examples of being Christ-followers. 

Christianity took over their Roman oppressors not by fighting, but by love.  

It was living Christ-centered lives that focused on helping others, 

particular the ones in need.  It was a grass roots effort that spread not 

from decree or the sword, but because it welcomed all people, as 

today’s epistle lesson teaches. 

Today’s passage in chapter 15 near the end of Paul’s letter to the Romans, 

begins and ends with God-given hope. 

Verse 4 says, “For whatever was written in former days was written for our 

instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of the 

scriptures we might have hope.” 

In other words, Paul does not says scripture provides us with a moral code 

or a detailed recipe for a prosperous and good life. No, scripture's 

primary goal is to create hope in us.  

That hope is described in verses 5 and 6, with “May the God of 

steadfastness and encouragement grant you to live in harmony with 

one another, in accordance with Christ Jesus, so that together you 
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may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.” 

The literal translation of “live in harmony” is “thinking the same thing.”  

Not in groupthink kind of way, but in viewing things from a Christ-

centered communal basis.  That is, thinking about the body and not 

just the individual.  For as Paul says in verse 7, “Welcome one 

another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of 

God.” 

That, frankly, is the gospel in a nutshell. Christ has welcomed us—all of us—

and brought us home to God and to each other. 

As verses go on to say, the Messiah who fulfilled the promise made to 

followers of Yahweh has branched out to be for all people.  Not 

Gentiles over Jews, but for all as a community of God. 

While this is a familiar message, we need to scrape off the patina a bit.  At 

the time Paul wrote this, followers of Christ were the minority and 

being persecuted.  It was a real challenge for all the different cultures 

and traditions to come together as one body of Christ.  But they found 

a way. 

Christians today, though, need to see ourselves more as the Pharisees and 

Sadducees as depicted in the gospel lesson from Matthew 3 or the 

rulers and people of Israel in Isaiah.  We are the ones in power and 

yet can we say we judge the poor with righteousness and decide with 

equity for the meek of the earth?  Do we seek to live in harmony?  Do 

we promote peace as means of resolving conflict and differences?   

Sadly, I ask these questions rhetorically for we need only turn on our 

televisions or watch social media or try to talk with those different 

from us to know that we are not. 
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We need to be engaged in a grass roots campaign where we continue to try 

to find ways of engaging with people different from us through 

Christ’s message of peace and love. 

Just like the early church, it may not be easy and it may even seem futile at 

times as if we were just stumps.  But we have the hope, that is, the 

confidence in God because of the steadfastness of God.  So, let us go 

boldly forth despite the storms we may encounter. 

For as an African proverb says, “When the root is deep, there is no need to 

fear the wind.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


