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 In 2 Samuel 7, the Lord promised David that his kingdom would endure forever and ever 

before the Lord – that his throne would be established forever. Think of an ancient tree that 

flourishes and grows and bears fruit… not just for years and decades… but for generations and 

centuries. This was the promise for David’s line. 

 But through conquering nations like Babylon and Assyria, David’s line did not continue 

forever and ever. The tree of his throne was chopped down and burned up so that nothing 

more than a stump remained. The prophet, Isaiah, prophesied during the reigns of some of the 

last kings of Israel – and he saw the dying of the tree of David’s reign. He starts his book with 

the Lord’s words, “I reared up children, and brought them up, but they have rebelled against 

me. The ox knows its master, the donkey its owner’s manger, but Israel does not know. My 

people don’t understand” (Isaiah 1:2b-3). So, it wasn’t just that other nations conquered 

Israel… it was that Israel failed to live according to the love law of the Lord. The rich disregarded 

the poor. Employers exploited their workers. They showed no concern for the outsider and the 

foreigner. In their disobedience, they contributed to their own death. The family tree of life was 

becoming the family stump of death. 
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 Several months ago, I preached about how the circle of life – how each part of creation 

contributes to all of the species surviving – could actually be considered the circle of death 

when you consider all the violence in the food chain… Wolves eat lambs, leopards kill goats… A 

bear can devour a cow, if it wants to, the lion can take down an ox, and I don’t know about you, 

but if one of my kids were anywhere near a cobra’s den or a viper’s nest, I would get her out of 

there. What’s left when you mix these creatures from this passage? Stumps of death. 

 Last week Wednesday, I was walking from downtown Holland (Michigan) back to my 

friend, Jenna’s house. I was about to cross a crosswalk at a busy intersection, when a young 

man riding a bicycle entered the crosswalk coming toward me and was struck by a van 

attempting to make a right turn on red. The van was moving slowly and the young man fell of 

his bike in kind of a slow roll. I began to walk toward the van the incident to see if everyone was 

okay. The driver immediately started yelling, “Oh, no! I am so sorry! Are you okay? I didn’t see 

you there!” The bicycle rider got up from the ground and I noticed then that he was carrying a 

broom and a long spade. And he began to smash the van with the broom and the spade, yelling, 

at the same time, words I won’t repeat. The driver was holding his hands up in front of his face 

and kept repeating, “I’m so sorry! Stop! I didn’t see you there!” I entered the cross walk (I don’t 

know what I thought I could do to help, but I knew I was witnessing something). I probably said 

something like, “Hey!” I landed on the other side of the street… the van took their right and was 

pulling over, but then the cyclist threw his spade at the van one last time, and the driver peeled 

away. That’s when I asked the bicyclist if he was okay. He didn’t make eye contact and said 

something like, “I like it like that”… and then turned his attention back to the intersection 
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where cars were honking because his bike was in the middle of the road. He then threw his 

spade at another vehicle and I took that as my cue to walk away. 

 In a blog about this incident that I wrote this week,1 I resisted the urge to make any 

grand point about this. Only God knows the roots of the stories of these two men and what led 

each of them to make the decisions they did in that moment. But at the very least, we can see 

how the cycle of revenge and violence is one of escalation. And at the end of the day, what do 

you have? Stumps of death. 

 Brothers and sisters, hear the good news… A shoot will come up from the stump of 

Jesse; from its roots, a branch will bear fruit.  

 
The roots of this shoot will be anchored in the ground of God… deep, deep within the 

understanding of God. The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him – the Spirit of wisdom and 

understanding, counsel and might, knowledge and the fear of the Lord…. This shoot… this 

branch will see and hear the violence and the cries of the people… but the decisions he makes 

will not be based on his surface read of the situation or his gut reaction or his attempts to 

protect his own ego… no, his judgments will be rooted in the righteousness of the ground of 

God, and his decisions will be nourished by the waters of the justice of God.  

                                                        
1 https://blog.perspectivesjournal.org/2018/07/18/hit/  
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 This shoot will bring peace… this branch will bear the fruit of shalom. And his breath and 

his words will be the undoing of all the evil in this sad world. Somehow, this shoot… this 

branch… will bring about the elimination of violence between the most powerful and the least 

powerful in this world. Somehow the last will be first. Somehow the most vulnerable and 

unprotected will lead the rest of us in the march to God’s holy mountain where there will be no 

more harm… and no more destruction. Somehow, this shoot… this branch… will accomplish all 

of this and when we know him, we will be filled to the measure with all the fullness of the 

knowledge of God… Whereas we didn’t know and didn’t understand (like back in Isaiah 1). We 

will understand. We will know… as the waters cover the sea.  

 Who is this shoot? Well, our Christian interpretation of this Old Testament passage from 

Hebrew Scripture usually has us reading this text during Advent. In fact, I preached a message 

from this text in advent of 2014… the tiny infant Jesus is the fulfillment of this shoot, this 

branch, from the stump of death. And he grew in wisdom and stature and in favour with God 

and people. This is the who…  

And the how… How does the shoot bring out peace? The shoot brings the peace by 

becoming the stump… Jesus was crucified on a stump of wood. And he became death… He took 

upon himself ALL THE VIOLENCE. Between the wolf and the lamb, Jesus. Between the leopard 

and the goat, Jesus. Between the bear and the cow, Jesus. Between the lion and the ox, Jesus. 

Between the infant and the cobra, Jesus. Between the child and the viper, Jesus. Between that 

van and that cyclist, Jesus. Between that spade and those raised arms, Jesus. Between our 

angry words and the ears of those we mean them for, Jesus. Between the cold concrete floors 

of ICE detention centers and the heads of the exhausted children, Jesus. Between people that 

have resented each other for years, Jesus. He took death upon himself. He became the dead 

stump…  

 And from his death, a shoot… From the stump of the crucifixion, a branch… From the 

tree of death, the tree of life… Resurrection life and power… that comes from absorbing evil 

and not passing it back and not passing it on. That feels like death… it feels as scary and 

powerless as hanging out by a cobra’s den… but it leads to life. 
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 There’s a story I read this week,2 written up by a woman who works in an independent 

bookstore  

 
I work in a decent sized, local, indie bookstore. It’s a great job 99% of the time and a lot 
of our customers are pretty neat people. Any who, middle of the day this little old lady 
comes up. she’s lovably kooky. She effuses how much she loves the store and how she 
wishes she could spend more time in it but her husband is waiting in the car ‘Oh! I better 
buy him some chocolate!’ She piles a bunch of art supplies on the counter and then 
stops and tells me how my bangs are beautiful and remind her of the ocean (‘wooooosh’ 
she says, making a wave gesture with her hand. 
 
Ok. I think to myself. Awesomely happy, weird little old ladies are my favorite kind of 
customer. They’re thrilled about everything and they’re comfortably bananas. I can have 
a good time with this one. So we chat and it’s nice. 
 
Then this kid, who’s been up my counter a few times to gather his school textbooks, 
comes up in line behind her (we’re connected to a major university in the city so we 
have a lot of harried students pass through). She turns around to him and, out of 
nowhere, demands that he put his textbooks on the counter. He’s confused but she 
explains that she’s going to buy his textbooks. 
 
He goes sheetrock white. He refuses and adamantly insists that she can’t do that. It’s 
like, $400 worth of textbooks. She, this tiny old woman, boldly takes them out of his 
hands, throws them on the counter and turns to me with an intense stare and tells me to 
put them on her bill. The kid at this point is practically in tears. He’s confused and 
shocked and grateful. Then she turns to him and says ‘you need chocolate.’ She starts 
grabbing handfuls of chocolates and putting them in her pile.  
 
He keeps asking her ‘Why are you doing this?’ She responds ‘Do you like harry potter?’ 
and throws a copy of the new Cursed Child on the pile too. 
 
Finally she’s done and I ring her up for a crazy amount of money. She pays and asks 
me to please give the kid a few bags for his stuff. While I’m bagging up her merchandise 
the kid hugs her. We’re both telling her how amazing she is and what an awesome thing 
she’s done. She turns to both of us and says probably one of the most profound, 
unscripted things I’ve ever had someone say: 
 
It’s important to be kind. You can’t know all the times that you’ve hurt people in tiny, 
significant ways. It’s easy to be cruel without meaning to be. There’s nothing you can do 
about that. But you can choose to be kind. Be kind.’ 
 
The kid thanks her again and leaves. I tell her again how awesome she is. She’s staring 
out the door after him and says to me: ‘My son is a homeless meth addict. I don’t know 

                                                        
2 http://dailyheadline.com/an-old-lady-paid-for-a-customers-books-then-she-said-this-and-left-him-tears/  
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what I did. I see that boy and I see the man my son could have been if someone had 
chosen to be kind to him at just the right time.’ 
 
I’ve bagged up all her stuff and at this point am super awkward and feel like I should say 
something but I don’t know what. then she turns to me and says: ‘I wish I could have 
bangs like that but my darn hair is just too curly.’ and leaves. and that is the story of the 
best customer I’ve ever had. be kind to somebody today. 
 

This story just reminded me of a shoot of life growing out of the context of a dead 

stump… a woman whose own family tree feels like a dead stump, but whose life is a shoot 

coming out from that stump. And I just wonder as we grow together if we might not embody 

the surprising life of Jesus in the places of death and violence… whether that be through 

random acts of kindness… or through the careful work of advocacy… or through a ministry of 

this church… or through a developing relationship in your neighbourhood…  

 


