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A SPIRITED SHOOT 

 

Some things are just obvious.  You see where a large tree has been cut down and there is nothing left but a stump 

– it‟s clearly dead.  It may make for a good place to sit outside on a nice day and contemplate the history of the 

tree, but it has no other value.  Some things are just obvious.  If you are a zookeeper, you don‟t put predator and 

prey together unless you are trying to illustrate Darwin‟s „survival of the fittest.‟  Don‟t let the children watch if 

you are going to put a lamb in the wolf‟s lair or a calf in the bear‟s den.  And yet, obviously, there is something 

strange going on with the prophet Isaiah, who talks about a green shoot springing up out of a tree stump.  He 

speaks of what seems to be an alternate reality where “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 (even these predator 

animals).”  Hello, Isaiah, please turn back around and return to reality.  Your crazy religious ideas have you mired 

in fanciful, wishful thinking.  Yes, it would be nice if things that were dead came back to life.  Sure, it would be 

great if fast and strong carnivores left weak and slow herbivores alone, but it is a wolf-eat-lamb world and you 

can‟t pretend otherwise if you want to be wise.    

 

Where did Isaiah get this?  His poetic words did not come in a moment of pleasant contemplation when the 

beauty of flowing brooks and the serenity of quiet pasturelands made the prophet aware of new possibilities.  

Instead of gazing at a dazzling sunset, he had watched the dazzling swords of the overpowering Assyrian army as 

they sliced their way through his native land of Palestine.  The Jews had been like sacrificial lambs during this 

time when the first part of the book of Isaiah was written.  Multiple times, the powerful Assyrian army bulldozed 

its way through the hill country of Israel spreading terror and destruction wherever it went.  With no regard for 

anyone‟s culture, religion, or life, the Assyrians trampled everyone and everything in their path.  Who could plant 

a field and have any hope that it would survive to the harvest?  Who could bear a child with any confidence that 

he or she would be able to grow up?  If I had been in such challenging times looking for God I might have just 

felt stumped by it all.  

 

There had been a time when Israel had been at its peak, back during the time of the rule of the youngest son of 

Jesse, a king named David.  But that had been over two centuries before Isaiah and that family tree‟s leadership 

role and the standing of Israel itself was now a stump.  Once they had been called the lion of Judah, but now the 

Hebrew people were as weak and vulnerable as a lamb.  It was clearly obvious that the future would be bleak.  

But for some reason, Isaiah didn‟t just withdraw and drink himself into a stupor of numbness.  Maybe he was out 

walking, thinking one day, and he sat down on a stump, contemplating the hopeless situation, when he looked 

down and saw a little green shoot growing up out of that stump.  Out of such a lifeless place, could there be 

something that could grow, something that was vital, something that could lead to new fruitfulness?  And we see 

how Isaiah helps us to be ready to receive a God who comes opening new possibilities in surprising ways.    

 

Juan Manuel Santos had just become a teenager back when the civil war began in his home country.  Now at 

retirement age, many are thankful he did not retire as his country‟s president before getting a peace deal ratified 

between the rebels forces known as the FARC and the Colombian government.  Obviously, a war that had gone 

on for 52 years, that had killed 220,000 people and displaced one out of ten people in the country, would never 

end.  Every time there were prospects for peace, they had been cut down by a military or a political or a media 



event.  But this time from the stump of a tree, an olive branch sprang up and the vision caught on.  Actually, it 

didn‟t just catch on.  An earlier referendum on the peace accord failed by a small margin because many believed 

that the deal had been too forgiving of the death and destruction carried out by the rebel forces.  But both sides 

stayed at the negotiating table.  There were a number of changes in the new accord.  This week it was debated for 

11 hours on the floor of Colombia‟s Congress and then came the vote, 130-0 in favor of the agreement.  Could 

Colombian teenagers who have been told that visions of peace are unrealistic have found a new reason to imagine 

a new reality? 1  

Closer to home, there was a Washington Post story yesterday about ten year olds fighting the hateful stereotypes 

that some believe to be obviously true.  Fourth graders from Stedwick Elementary School up in Montgomery 

Village put together a video about what they each considered to be lies they had to fight against.  A girl wearing a 

purple headscarf looks into the camera and identifies the lie that demeans her as she says, “Muslims are 

terrorists.”  An African American boy says, “All Black people are thieves.”  “Asians can‟t play sports,” is the 

next comment.  Then “People from Mexico bring nothing good.”  But then they begin to speak what is true about 

each one of them.  “I‟m white, and I‟m not racist,” one boy says. “I care for people who are of another race.”  “I 

have brown skin, but I‟m the same as you,” a classmate says into the camera. “If you test me, I will succeed.  And 

you underestimate me by the color of my skin?  I‟m tired of the hurtful words.”  “Latinos like me can speak 

English well,” says another.  “They are learning, doing their best.  Have you learned a second language?  It‟s 

hard.”  Children with backgrounds from 52 countries attend the school.  The two-minute video ends with the 

Muslim girl who was the first to speak giving the last line: “I‟m not a terrorist.  So think again.” 2  

 

Listen to the words of Isaiah from long ago.  Think again about what you might consider to be obvious.  When 

you feel like you have been through the wars, when you‟ve been chopped down to size and beaten up, when you 

feel so vulnerable to the devastating forces around you, when you‟re really stumped about the meaning of it all, 

look for a little shoot, a little green shoot that might pop up in an unexpected place or listen for the cry of an 

infant or the God-given identity and dreams of a young person.  It may be a different truth that can redefine what 

you thought to be a dead end.  It may change what you thought were obviously true reasons for despair.  For 

those with eyes to see, what then becomes obvious is that God comes in surprising life-giving, hope-instilling, 

peace-evoking ways.  God comes, God comes.   

 
1 http://www.cnn.com/2016/11/30/americas/colombia-farc-deal/index.html 

 
2 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/ten-year-olds-tackle-the-lie-of-demeaning-stereotypes-in-powerful-

video/2016/12/02/69b7e162-b02a-11e6-8616-52b15787add0_story.html?utm_term=.99f66d13b958 
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