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Last Wednesday an email appeared in my inbox 
from Shelley Fortier, the head of the Local Habitat for Humanity. 

Shelley and I have been communicating a lot lately 
but this time it was not good news. 

Months ago the elders here began a conversation 
about working with Habitat for Humanity 

to build housing for lower income families 
on the lot that we own across from the parking lot. 

That lot is already zoned in such a way that 
Habitat could build two three-bedroom duplexes tomorrow 

as soon as they are able to raise the funds; 
our part would be giving the land. 

 
Shelley came to a session meeting earlier in the year.  

She laid the idea out either to build duplexes or, better still,  
town homes on the lot. 

We made it clear that we want as many units as possible,  
because affordable housing is really scarce in Blacksburg. 

We could lease the land for 99 years or give it outright, 
and the units can be permanently designated 

for what's called "low wealth" families, 
not the poorest of the poor, but people who work in Blacksburg 

but can't actually afford to live here, 
for example, teachers and policemen. 

 
Conversations with the city and with a developer have been taking place. 

The city is very much in favor of the idea, 
and as things began to unfold it looked like 

the best plan might be to ask for special zoning 
so that as many as seven attractive townhomes 

with garages underneath could be built on that lot, 
and we, of course, would have a say in the design. 

All along, though, this project has depended on Habitat getting 
a government housing grant.  

It’s a grant that already is designated for our county.  
It’s a grant of about 1.2 million dollars, 

and the time to apply is in January.  
We were gearing up to ask you to write letters 

in of support of the grant next month. 
There is only one other agency in the whole area  



applying for the same money. 
So it really has been looking as though,  

after all these years of having a completely empty lot sitting over there, 
we were going to be able to do something  

truly needful and good for our community. 
Until last Wednesday, when we learned 

that because of the election result 
the granting agency may no longer be allowed 

to use the funds for low wealth housing. 
The whole project is at a standstill now. 

It’s been cut off at the root. 
Until we hear back, we are where we've been for five decades. 

We are owners of an empty lot with an unknowable future. 
 

Cut off with no knowable future is exactly where Judah was 
when a poet prophet brought them word 

that a shoot was going to appear from the nation's stump. 
Jesse was the father of King David, 

and so Jesse’s name represents the amputated stump 
of the once great kingdom that was overtaken by the Assyrians 

in the eighth century BCE, or, depending on when one dates this text, 
exiled by the Babylonians at the end of the sixth century. 

Either way the people are in a state of hopeless despair and resignation 
until the poet prophet Isaiah begins speaking 

of “God’s life-giving, future creating, 
world forming, despair-ending power brought on the wind.”1 

In Hebrew, as I have shared with you before,  
in Hebrew the word for “wind” is exactly the same as the word for “spirit,” 

The Hebrew word even it sounds like wind: ruah.  
Ruah is used in  this poem/prophecy four times. 

God’s spirit wind will bring a new age  
of royal government and international peace, 

a government, says the prophet, to be led by one  
who is filled with wind/spirit of wisdom,  

of understanding and of power, 
and not foolishness or cowardice 

that have led Israel to the present moment. 
After describing this promised king, 

the poet/prophet breaks into images 
that we Christians adopted and have used in Advent 

for so long that a lot of us know these words by heart: 
“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.” 
On and on the images flow of a time  



when predators will act peaceably 
and prey roam and forage without fear. 

The image of a child, innocence itself, the image of a child is offered three times: 
“a little child,” “a nursing child,” “a weaned child.” 

In this coming Kingdom child-like qualities of trust, gentleness, friendship 
will not only be possible, they will be the norm. 

Or as Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann puts it, 
“The world will be ordered so that those 

who are fragile and vulnerable 
can have their say and live their lives.”2 

It’s glorious. It’s beautiful. A hope-filled vision, 
--and what good is that? 

What good is an uplifting vision when all around there is desolation 
or the struggle simply to survive day to day? 

What good is a vision of newness and healing 
when illness pervades the house, 

or death is a close companion 
or plans like ours to help our community are crushed? 
 

Yet Isaiah’s vision of a shoot coming up from the stump of Jesse 
is a scene many in this room have witnessed. 

In my front yard there is a lovely tricolored ground-cover, 
whose name I can never remember. 

It grows in the bed by our front door. 
And for the last two years it has also managed 

to send slender shoots through the tiniest of cracks 
in the asphalt of our driveway.  

You likely have your own stories about tender shoots 
making an appearance in what seem to be impossible places. 

In the movie The Martian an astronaut 
is accidentally left behind on Mars. 

He happens to be a botanist, and he finds a way 
to grow potatoes inside an oxygenated tent. 

The day the first green shoot appears in a sea of red soil, 
he bends down, and takes the tiny plant 

tenderly between his fingers and says, “Hey there” 
in a voice filled with gratitude and wonder. 

Ultimately, his potato crop allows him to survive 
until a rescue mission comes. 

Then there is the wonderful tale in which  
Georgia essayist and story teller Baily White writes about  

an elderly woman who watches heavenly blue morning glory vines 
grow through her front window,  

into her living room, and across her couch. 
Each morning she delights in their progress 

and the deep color of the blue blossoms, 



each of which lasts for but a day. 
She shares her joy about the vine 

with the new young woman who’s the substitute driver 
for the Meals on Wheels that she gets every day at noon. 

Together they talk and they laugh about the past. 
They laugh at the foolishness of much of what they see in the present. 

It’s not until our elderly heroine 
tells Richard Nixon to get out of her kitchen 

that we realize that the vines and the blossoms 
and even the substitute Meals on Wheels driver 

likely were never there. 
 

Or were they? So rich and life-giving were the visions in this woman’s mind. 
And what matters more?  

The stark reality of a bare living room 
into which no adult child or relative ever come? 

Or the vision of shared meals and memories that enliven empty days?3 

 
What difference does it make? 

Professor Azar Nafisi lived and taught off and on in Iran 
for two decades after the revolution in 1978 . 

Some Iranians' dreams, including the author's, 
were shattered, shattered as the government became more 

and more and more fundamentalist and more rigid 
imposing new rules, including banning books.  

Books it judged to be “immoral,” 
classic books by Jane Austin, Henry James, 

F. Scott Fitzgerald, Vladimir Nabokov. 
The books were banned because their stories 

made room for uncertainty, and, as Nafisi put it,  
“the totalitarian mindset hates uncertainty.” 

Gathering a group of women students in her home, 
Nafisi taught the books anyway, in secret,  

telling her students never under any circumstances to 
"belittle a work of fiction by trying to turn it 

into a carbon copy of real life;  
telling them that what we search for in fiction 
 is not so much reality but the epiphany of truth.” 

Epiphany, remember, means revealing. 
 
Beloved, we need art, we need visions, we need music 

if only to keep us from deciding, to keep us from deciding,  
that we already know what can and cannot grow. 

To keep us from deciding that 
whole groups of people cannot grow or thrive. 

“Surely not there!” we’ll say if we’re not careful. 



“That rock is too hard, that stump is too dead.” 
Barbara Lundblad tells the story of her friend Ruth. 

Ruth grew up across from Manhattan in Jersey City in the 1930s.  
In those years, Ruth told Barbara, 

if you were light-skinned enough  
and you straightened your hair, 

you could get a good job with the telephone company. 
And that’s exactly what Ruth’s mother did. 

And every Saturday afternoon as soon as the weather became warm, 
Ruth and her mother Mabel would get all dressed up, 

put two chairs out on the fire escape, 
open up the window wide  

and listen on the radio to 
“Saturday Afternoon at the Metropolitan Opera.” 

They would sit there for the rest of the afternoon, 
listening to the opera not from the first balcony 

but from the fire escape. 
Mabel, Ruth’s mother, knew most of the arias by heart 

and she could sing along with her favorites. 
One day at the phone company Mabel overheard some white folks 

say “black people just can't understand opera.” 
She would tell that story and laugh. 

She would laugh until tears rolled down her cheeks. 
In later years Mabel delighted in the triumphs 

of the contralto Marian Anderson. 
"People didn’t expect much to grow in that part of New Jersey," 

writes Lundbald, "But hope can be stubborn. 
You can try to keep people down, 

you can put obstacles in people’s way, 
and yet, they push through the sidewalk. 

They break through rock where jackhammers fail. 
They sing in the sunlight for all in the street below to hear."4 

 
Isaiah comes to Judah ready to believe 

that the tender shoot of God's future 
can break through anytime, anywhere. 

Beloved, listen again, the tender shoot of God’s future 
can break through anytime, anywhere 

because new possibilities don't depend 
on what we think is dead or who we think can grow. 

"New hope, new possibility depends on God, on God's wind," 
writes Walter Brueggemann, 

"That wind is blowing. Advent,” he says, 
“Advent is our decision to trust the new wind 

against the hopeless stump of what has failed.”5 

 



 
So I am going to keep on hoping 

that our lot that has been empty for five decades 
will not stay empty for that much longer. 

Because “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse” 
fragile yet tenacious and stubborn. 

It can grow like a plant out of dry ground, 
 like a plant that comes up through concrete. 

It can grow in the hearts of people 
told over and over that they are nothing. 

The plant can grow. It won't be stopped. 
It can even push back the stone from a rock-hard tomb. AMEN 

 
 
1 Walter Brueggemann et al, Texts for Preaching, Year A, p. 12. 
2 Ibid. p. 12. 
3 Baily White, “Meals on Wheels,” Nothing with Strings, Scribner, New York, New York, 2008, pp 1-16. 
4 Barbara Lundblad at the site Working Preacher found at 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1940 
5 Ibid. p. 12. 


