
Page #1 

 

 
 

   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Wonderful Hope” 
Rev. Julie Sheridan-Smith – Preaching 

Isaiah 11:1-10, Romans 14: 4-13 

December 1, 2019 

 
Isaiah 11:1-10  

11 A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 

    and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 
2 The spirit of the LORD shall rest on him, 

    the spirit of wisdom and understanding, 

    the spirit of counsel and might, 

    the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD. 
3 His delight shall be in the fear of the LORD. 

He shall not judge by what his eyes see, 

    or decide by what his ears hear; 
4 but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, 

    and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; 

he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, 

    and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. 
5 Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, 

    and faithfulness the belt around his loins. 
6 The wolf shall live with the lamb, 

    the leopard shall lie down with the kid, 

the calf and the lion and the fatling together, 

    and a little child shall lead them. 
7 The cow and the bear shall graze, 

    their young shall lie down together; 

    and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 
8 The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, 

    and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 
9 They will not hurt or destroy 

    on all my holy mountain; 

for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD 

    as the waters cover the sea. 
10 On that day the root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to the peoples; the nations shall inquire of 

him, and his dwelling shall be glorious. 
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Romans 15:4-13 

4For 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. 

5May the God of steadfastness and encouragement grant you to live in harmony with one 

another, in accordance with Christ Jesus, 6so that together you may with one voice glorify the 

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

7Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God. 8For I 

tell you that Christ has become a servant of the circumcised on behalf of the truth of God in 

order that he might confirm the promises given to the patriarchs, 9and in order that the Gentiles 

might glorify God for his mercy. As it is written, “Therefore I will confess you among the 

Gentiles, and sing praises to your name”; 10and again he says, “Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his 

people”; 11and again, “Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, and let all the peoples praise him”; 12and 

again Isaiah says, “The root of Jesse shall come, the one who rises to rule the Gentiles; in him 

the Gentiles shall hope.” 

13May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in 

hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Wonderful Hope 

 

Advent is that time to prepare. For many of us this was kicked off the day after Halloween with 

the sights and sounds of Christmas skipping over Thanksgiving with music and decorations 

following pumpkins, spider webs, and costumes.  The weather cooperated this year, bringing 

early snow made more tolerable with November Christmas lights shining through.  Trees and 

lights are up in some homes mingling with Turkey and cornucopias of Thanksgiving; mingling 

traditions of the season.   

 

I love Thanksgiving, for the same reasons many of you do.  For the gatherings and food, for the 

purposeful reminder of God’s presence in all facets of our lives.  And also because it is a time 

marker. In our home, Christmas music and boxes of decorations never showed up until the day 

after Thanksgiving. 

 

Now I am not here to criticize these traditions when I share a little of mine.  For years I worked 

in retail and one of the categories I oversaw was Christmas. January was analyzing previous 

sales and by February projections and purchasing had begun and were completed before Easter. 

Back to school displays made families groan as summer was barely underway and in our 

storerooms boxes of Christmas were beginning to be unpacked and price tagged.  In many ways 

Christmas was always with me.  But I never tired of it, rather even in the middle of it I always 

looked forward to it.  

  

The Tuesday book group started our Advent series last week.  As we talked I remembered a 

particular Christmas Eve. Now I should preface this noting that our house is an older bungalow 
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style, so closets and storage is limited. I should also note that my husband is a creative gift giver, 

searching through Good Will and antique stores. As usual on this particular Christmas Eve 

everyone was fast asleep by the time I went to bed. The night was quiet, no sounds of husband 

and sons wrestling a heavy wooden chest in through the back door, up the stairs, and through the 

kitchen. But I found myself awake in the middle of the night needing a glass of water.  As a crept 

down the stairs I could spy into the living room and saw a large wooden Hope chest in front of 

the tree.  I was stunned. Clearly there was no way that could be there… except that Santa 

brought this unexpected but longed for gift for me! It was an amazing flash of certainty mixed 

into an almost absurd belief – a wonderful feeling of hope and possibilities.    

 

This to me is the feeling of Advent… a time of promise, on the edge of fulfillment.  Advent 

recognizes the longing we hold in tension with what to many may seem an absurd belief in the 

way Christ comes into the world. 
 

Even though the prophets spoke God’s voice into the turmoil of their current times, there was 

also a future to be heard, a wonderful hope to reach toward. 

  

And so, It is good to hear, at the beginning of Advent, these words from Isaiah speaking into 

today with a vision of hope that draws on the past while pointing to the future. A vision of what 

we long for; peace, wisdom, understanding, and judgement grounded in truth and equity.   

In this case the past is both warning and hope as Isaiah offers the image of a tree stump, usually 

the lifeless remains of a tree cut down.  And this is the stump of Jesse.  Jesse being the father of 

King David, symbolizing the present reality for the people of Judah, no longer led by a great 

king, their present and their future bleak.  Yet it is from this stump that new life, a branch will 

grow.  A new kind of king, humble yet powerful, fulfilling needs and longings yet unimagined.  

 

All this talk of a new vision, of a new king perhaps doesn’t resonate with us as it should. After 

all, we cast aside the idea of a king long ago, so the language and titles may fall flat to our ears.  

But we must listen beyond the words and titles because if we hear it only through our human 

understanding, we get caught in the absurd rather than the very real possibilities God offers. 

Isaiah stretches us beyond the things we are caught up in today.   

  

 And I need to say that I use the word absurd, not to strike a negative tone, nor as something to 

cast aside as ridiculous, but as something too wonderful to be contained in the comfort and 

warmth of cherished rituals or glossed over as something beyond our making or control.  

Absurd- too wonderful to be believed…and yet? 

 

How about this vision of hope that Isaiah gives, with peace as the way, even among natural 

enemies.  A vision of hope that may seem as absurd as the one we wait for, a vulnerable child, a 

wandering – homeless - teacher, a crucified Lord.  Yes,   Isaiah casts a vision of the time when 

the wolf shall live with the lamb…absurd- perhaps…and yet?    No,  for the earth will be full of 

the knowledge of the Lord!  Advent is a time made for the absurd. 

 

What Paul is speaking of in Romans is a hope we have been prepared for.  Drawing on the 

ancient text from Isaiah Paul writes so “we might have hope.” Hope,  not as the thing we fall into 

when we have come to the end of our rope.  Exhausted, after we have planned and managed as 

much as we can- so now all that’s left is hope.  He reminds us that the prophet spoke of a time to 
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come when a division between who are God’s people and who are not will become one people.  

That the root of Jesse is all people in Christ. It is up to us to believe it and live it, because it is 

already true.  And that is why we need Advent.  To remind us again to long for and live in the 

truth.  To feel like that moment of surprise and awe when a hope chest appears by the tree. To 

remind us again to dwell in the absurdity of it all, the possibility of it all. A vulnerable child, a 

wandering – homeless - teacher, a crucified Lord.  God has done it and God will do it.  Absurd 

hope, wonderful hope. 

 

But hope is not simply a frame of mind, it is a way of being.  As I was reading this week I heard, 

“Isaiah’s call is a call not to action but to hope but hope in the end is action.” 1   

 

Paul summarizes in our second reading that through the reality of Christ this is the bottom 

line…That while this kind of hope is not something we manufacture, neither is it the face of 

optimism that denies real struggle.  The hope Paul speaks of is a gift.  And because we have been 

given this gift, we respond, and how we live this out matters.  We follow the spirit of wisdom and 

understanding, we seek equity, and offer that to others. And that is not absurd at all. The root of 

Jesse has come, the root of Jesse will come.  

 

Romans points to the faith community being a reflection of Christ saying, “Welcome one 

another, as Christ has welcomed you.” 

 

Beautiful thought as we approach Christ’s table in Communion on the first Sunday of Advent.  A 

beautiful thought as we leave this place. Welcome others into the absurd yet wonderful  hope 

that was – is – and will be God with us. 

 

Amen 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Stacey Simpson Duke, Feasting on the Word, “Second Sunday of Advent” Year A.  Isaiah 11:10. 


