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This time of year it’s always interesting to me to watch as decorations sprout like mushrooms on people’s lawns. From a small Thomas the Train to Snoopy to a giant Grinch, the decorations are multiplying day by day. And each night is brighter than the last as multicolored lights glow like jewels on the houses. 

And everywhere there are Christmas trees. On trucks, in lots, on cars, and in houses. Decorating is a big deal this time of year. I would venture to say that there is no time of year that people are more involved in the outward display of a season than they are right now.  A person could get lost in the tangle of lights and bows. I read that in one Christmas season, Americans used more than 28 million rolls of wrapping paper, 16 million packages of tags and bows, 372 million greeting cards and more than 35 million Christmas trees. 


Last week I challenged you to look beneath the surface of the season to find something to really hold onto in this season, in the midst of the conflicting feelings and stresses and strains. So as we talked about how difficult it can be to get into the mood of the season, we discovered that the real attitude of Advent is not merriment, but self-giving. Jesus gave himself, and that is what we are called to do as well.  


Today I want to encourage you to continue to look beyond the outward appearances of the season to the birthing of something wonderful. 


First through the Old Testament Prophet, who looks forward to the Messiah’s birth. And then to a portion of the Christmas story—Jesus has been born, and God makes a grand announcement.
Putting Up the Decorations

Isaiah 11:1-11, Luke 2:8-20


In December of 1903, after many attempts, the Wright brothers finally were successful in getting their flying machine off the ground. With great excitement, they telegraphed a message to their sister Katherine: “We have actually flown 120 feet. Will be home for Christmas.” Katherine rushed to the editor of their local paper and showed him the message. He glanced at it and said, “How nice. The boys will be home for Christmas.” (Daily Bread, paraphrased, December 23, 1991) He rather missed an important point, didn’t he? 

It is often true that people are so aware of one reality, that they totally miss what else is going on. For instance, in the year 1809, all the news was about the tumultuous international scene. Napoleon was sweeping through Austria. Blood was flowing freely. That was all the news. Yet in that same year several babies were born in different parts of the world, people who would influence the world in a variety of ways: in England, William Gladstone who became one of that country’s greatest statesmen. Alfred Tennyson was born to an obscure minister and his wife. Oliver Wendell Holmes was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts. In Boston, Edgar Allan Poe was born.  Charles Darwin was born that year. And in a rugged log cabin in Kentucky, Abraham Lincoln was born. 

Both of our scripture passages show a similar dynamic. There is a very visible outer reality, but underneath, something wonderful is being born. 

Think of all the Christmas trees being cut down right now. All the focus is on the beautiful greenery that is being taken away to decorate someone’s home. But Isaiah challenges us to look at the stump that was left behind, seemingly useless and ignored.  


In Isaiah’s time, all the news is about the Assyrians. They are pillaging the northern kingdom of Israel. Assyria is strong, and the people of God feel weak and helpless, not just because of the powerful Assyrians but also because of the succession of corrupt and ineffectual rulers they have been subject to. The royal line of David seems to have fallen into ruin, and the nation is soon to follow. So, Isaiah’s image of a dead tree stump shows us the hopeless status of God’s people, and in particular the leadership of God’s people. 
And when Isaiah speaks of that stump, he doesn’t use the familiar name of King David. He goes back to David’s father, Jesse, as if to say, God is going back to square one, back before the beginning of David’s line, to bring to birth a ruler from the dawn of time who will rock the world with peace.  The point is that this is not merely a progression of human genealogy here—this is distinctly the work of God. The root of Jesse shall stand as a signal, Isaiah says. A sign.  Kind of like a Christmas ornament pointing to the truth. The forgotten, barren stump that is left behind—this is where you shall find hope—because in him, everyone will come to know God. And that knowledge will bring peace. So hang these figures close together on your Christmas tree: the wolf and the lamb, the leopard and the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling, with a little child in the lead. The cow and the bear, the nursing child and the asp, the toddler and the adder. And as your tree-topper, the shoot from Jesse’s stump, ruling over all with righteousness, wisdom, understanding, knowledge, and the fear of the Lord. 

So, in Isaiah’s time, the news was all about the Assyrians. In Luke, all the news is about the Census. We didn’t read this part of the story, but you will remember that the reason Mary and Joseph went to Bethlehem, was because Caesar Augustus called for a census of the whole world.  This census was just one way for Caesar to exhibit his power. He’s the person in charge, and everybody has to do what he says.  Every person must go to their home town to be registered. Joseph, a descendent of King David, goes with Mary to Bethlehem for that purpose. What can easily be missed in this story is how crowded the place would be. There would be people everywhere, long lines at the produce market and loud parties in the streets. Braying donkeys and spitting camels. The news is all about the census and about family reunions. But in a quiet, out of the way street, in a manger filled with new hay is God’s sign. This is what was announced to the shepherds by the brilliant and terrifying angels. This is a sign to you—this will point your way to what God is doing. A savior has been born—and God’s signature is something that all shepherds would appreciate: a baby wrapped in bands of cloth, lying in a manger.  So, hang these ornaments on your tree:  the glowing angel, the surprised shepherds, and the baby in the manger. This is the sign, this is the shoot from Jesse’s stump, the righteous ruler who will rock the world with peace.

The headlines are about the Assyrians, the Romans, the Census. These are the outward signs that draw people’s attention. But God is at work in out of the way places and in situations that seem barren. 


So, in light of this information, we look at the headlines in our own world. The focus is on (what?)—the stock market, consumer spending, housing prices, terrorists, feuding politicians, nuclear threats. And close to home, news of friends struggling, suffering, dying. 


What are the headlines in your own personal world? What are the things that draw your attention and seem to consume your life? Is there some Assyrian Army threatening your borders? Is there a compelling Caesar in your life ordering you to a place that is full of noise and chaos and crowds? The challenge for today is to look away from the headlines and peek into those left behind, hidden away, and unlikely places. Places where God may be bringing something to birth in you. 

What could it be? What might God be doing in your life in this time, that you’re missing because of all the ruckus? 


To find this new birth requires a kind of surrender. Not surrendering to the invading Assyrians, and not surrendering to the compulsions of Caesar, but surrendering to the life that God is bringing to birth in you. 


To help you find this kind of surrender, I want to conclude with a classic story that I suspect you may know, about three trees.

There were three trees growing beside each other on a hill, and all three of the trees had great aspirations for what they would become. One dreamed of becoming a great treasure chest. “I could be filled with gold, silver and precious gems,” said this tree. “I could be decorated with intricate carving and everyone would see the beauty.” The second tree dreamed of being a mighty ship. “I will take kings and queens across the waters and sail to the corners of the world. Everyone will feel safe in me because of the strength of my hull,” the tree said. And the third tree said, “I want to grow to be the tallest and straightest tree in the forest. People will see me on top of the hill and look up to my branches, and think of the heavens and God and how close to them I am reaching. I will be the greatest tree of all time and people will always remember me.” 


The day came when a group of woodsmen came to the trees. One of them came to the first tree and said, “This looks like a strong tree. I think I should be able to sell the wood to a carpenter.” And he cut it down. The tree was happy because now his dreams of becoming a treasure chest would come true. 

The second woodsman came to the second tree, and said, “This looks like a strong tree, I should be able to sell it to the ship yard.” And the tree was happy because it was on the way to becoming a mighty ship. 


The third woodsman came to the third tree, and the tree was frightened because if it were cut down, then its dreams would not come true. The woodsman said, “I don’t need anything special from my tree so I’ll take this one.” And he cut it down.


When the first tree arrived at the carpenter shop, it was made into a feed box for animals, and filled with hay. This was not at all what the tree had imagined. 


The second tree was made into a small fishing boat, and his dreams of being a mighty ship came to an end.


The third tree was cut into large pieces and left alone in storage.


Then one day a man and a woman came into the place where the feed box was. The woman gave birth to a baby and they placed the child in the manger. The tree could feel the importance of this event and knew that it held the greatest treasure of all time.

Years later a group of men got into the fishing boat made from the second tree. One of them was tired and went to sleep. While they were out on the water, a great storm arose and the tree didn’t think it was strong enough to keep the men safe. The men woke the sleeping man and he stood and said, “Peace,” and the storm stopped. And the tree knew then that it had carried the King of Kings.


Finally someone came and got the third tree. It was carried through the streets as the people mocked the man who was carrying it. When they came to a stop, the man was nailed to the tree and left to die at the top of a hill. When Sunday came, the tree came to realize how close it had come to God, at the top of that hill. 


Each of these trees got what they wanted, but not in the way they had imagined. God’s ways are not our ways, but God’s way is always the best way. Surrendering to God’s plan means to find in amazing ways how your story intersects with God’s story.  So the challenge for this week of Advent is to let God take you beneath the surface headlines in your life and in the world. Let God lead you to what God is bringing to birth in you and in the world.  
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