
Stumped  
 

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 

     and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 

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. 

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; 

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. 

Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, 

     and faithfulness the belt around his loins. 
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. 

The cow and the bear shall graze, 

     their young shall lie down together; 

          and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 

The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, 

     and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 

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. 

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. 

         Isaiah 11:1-10 

 

Have you ever been stumped?  You know what I mean, don’t you?  Have you ever been 

at a loss for what to say or can’t come up with the answer to a question.  I tend to agree with 

Ellen DeGeneres that, most of the time, the game Trivial Pursuit is just an opportunity to wait 

for your turn to say, “I don’t know.”   Like:  Who was the official hair consultant to the 1984 

Olympic Games in Los Angeles?   

Or maybe what stumps you is a question you should know the answer to, and maybe 

you do know the answer to, but just can’t quite put it into words.  A variation on this 

conversation occurs regularly in our home, often while one of us is working on the Times 

crossword puzzle.   

“What was the name of that guy?”   

“What guy?”   

“You know, that guy who was in that movie?”  

“What movie?”   



“Oh, you know, it was that movie.  The one with that guy in it.”   

“What was the movie about?”   

“I don’t know, I think it was about that guy.”   

That’s usually what we mean when we say we are stumped. 

Sometimes even pastors get stumped when it comes time to write sermons.  After 

we’ve done all the exegesis and read and digested the text and all the wisdom of the biblical 

scholars—even after all that, you can still come up empty, grasping for the words to bring the 

text alive and relevant to our lives. 

I suppose that when it comes to sermons, if you’re going to be stumped, this is the text 

you would be stumped on.   Like the reading from Isaiah last week, it is full of the beautiful, 

hopeful imagery of a peaceable kingdom—the lamb not threatened by the wolf, the little child 

playing around the snake hole.  But for all its prophetic language of justice for the poor and 

equity for the meek it is sometimes difficult to see a practical way forward from these idealistic 

images without sounding naïve or out of touch with reality. 

And maybe that is why Isaiah chooses as his primary image a stump.  A lifeless, 

truncated plant, from which nothing can grow.  A brick wall in a dead-end alley. 
But what Isaiah wants us to see is that while we may be stumped, God is not.  And it’s 

not because God knows that the answer to the Trivial Pursuit question is Vidal Sassoon, or that 

the guy is Paul Scofield in “A Man for All Seasons” playing Sir Thomas More. 

What Isaiah wants us to see is that the purposes of God for this world cannot be 

derailed or defeated just by cutting down the tree.  So what he draws our attention to here is 

not just the lifeless stump, but the shoot that is emerging from it.  The renewal of life, the 

redemption of the world, a transformed world, justice and equity, he says, they all begin with 

this tiny green shoot—a new beginning where we can see only an ending. 

The redemption of the world—it sounds so cosmic and grandiose—something beyond 

our limited capabilities.  But, look, Isaiah says.  Yes, we’re talking about the transformation of 

the whole world.  We’re talking about large and complex issues of justice and peace, about 

equity for the poor.  But you have to remember—it all happens one tiny shoot at a time.   

It made me think of something I have in a battered old cardboard box, that is probably 

held together more by the yellowing, brittle tape than by cardboard.  This box has followed me 

around for over forty years now, from one house or apartment to another, from one state to 

another.  It is a collection of memorabilia of my childhood and school years.   

I remember not too long ago, I was rummaging through the box and I came across a 

little scrap of faded blue ribbon about four inches long with some cracked and peeling gold 

lettering stamped on it, hardly even legible anymore.  For all practical purposes it was a piece of 

trash, and anyone else looking at it would probably toss it out as worthless.  But when I turned 

it over, there was a small rectangle of note card attached by a rusty staple.  Neatly typed on the 

card it said “Paul Collier 3B.”  And when I saw that, the floodgates of memory opened up and I 

recalled a shy, eight-year old boy who had transferred into a new school in the middle of the 

school year in a new town, and was feeling lost and alone.  And I remembered being in the art 

classroom and being self-conscious and not knowing anyone or any of the routines.  But most 

of all I remembered a perceptive art teacher, Mrs. Bonnette, who gave me a project to occupy 

my hands and distract me from my fright.  And then later she not only praised my work and 

showed it to the class, she put a blue ribbon on it at the end of the year.  She made that shy 

eight-year old feel less lonely and afraid.   



So I keep that little scrap because for me it is not just a faded blue ribbon, it is a tiny 

green shoot. 

And I have this vision that every so often, someone else will rummage through an old 

box that they have carried around for years, or open a long-neglected desk drawer, or empty 

out an old back pack, and some little handmade craft from VBS, some faded photo from Sunday 

School, or some handwritten statement of faith from Confirmation will fall out.  And they will 

remember a time when someone cared about them, took them seriously, and reminded them 

that they are a child of God.   

They may not remember the exact words that were spoken, they may not remember all 

the details of the Bible stories that were told, or the songs they sang.  But they will remember 

that someone watered and nurtured a tiny shoot of faith in them, someone helped them shape 

an inner life that begins with knowing who you are and moves from there to how you can grow 

as a person of faith, with compassion and respect for others, with service to the community, 

with praise of God, with gratitude. 

This is what happens when we splash a bit of plain tap water over a little child of God at 

baptism.  This is what happens to us whenever we take a little bite of bread that we have 
dipped into a little bit of juice.  This is what happens when we reach out in compassion to 

someone who is hurting or lonely or going through a hard time.  By themselves, these things 

and these actions may not amount to much.  But when you remember what they mean, how 

they are signs of being a child of God, how they connect us to the larger purposes of God in 

the world—then our own faith begins to grow one tiny green shoot at a time.  

And when that happens, we are no longer stumped. 

May you know the Spirit of God that dances over tree stumps.  

May you be part of God’s vision of transforming the world, one tiny shoot at a time. 
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