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Introduction to the Scripture
So as we start our Advent journey today, we are reminded that Advent is the season before Jesus’s
coming. Angels and shepherds and all the story that we love to tell… well, we love to tell it later. When
it comes to Jesus, this Sunday, when we light the candle of hope, is a bit like December 21st for folks
with season affective disorder. It is as bad as it can get, but the good news is it can only get better. We
are just as far from Jesus as we are ever going to be, bible-story wise.

So today we will hear a little snippet of hope from the prophet Jeremiah. It will help you to know that
Jeremiah lived in a time of oppression for his people under Babylon… over the turn of the 7th to the
6th century BCE. His part of the kingdom that we would call Israel, is actually called Judah. And he’s
going to lift up a very specific image of what God has in store…

Sermon
Throughout Advent, we’re going to be talking about not just the scriptures of the season, but some of
the songs, as well. Most anything we know about Christmas we know through songs, anyway. The way
you learn to breathe and say strange words that get stuck in you, and form you.

The songs of ancient and new times, like Jeremiah’s prophetic writing, people tell stories in the
language of their lives. People whose lives are defined by what will grow or not grow speak in images
of growth and rooting. So both of our hymns today lift up a botanical image. If you go deep enough…

I couldn’t find a seven-verse version of O Come Emmanuel that would feel fun to sing through all at
once… This is actually a text and tune that’s meant to be sung one day at a time, drawing us through
images of God coming to us in Jesus as it draws us closer to Christmas. The “O Antiphons” as they
were called trace themselves back to possibly as early as the 4th century… but the tune we sing came
about starting in the 15th in a cloister of nuns in France.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Jeremiah%2033%3A14-16


O come Thou root of Jesse, free
Thine own from Satan’s tyranny.
From depths of hell Thy people save,
And give them victory o’er the grave.

If you ever wonder why it is you sing lots of songs that talk about Jesse, well, here is why. Jeremiah is
reminding Israel of God’s covenant with King David: that an ancestor of his would always sit on a
throne. For an extra deep cut, we remember David by remembering his father, Jesse.

This is a reminder in a time of pain, of course. Jeremiah’s kingdom of Judah has been sacked and
evicted by Babylon. Jeremiah has been driven into exile in Egypt. The “tree of Jesse” that was at the
heart of their image of God’s presence and promise to them was well and truly chopped down to the
stump.

Most of us, I think, have an experience with that kind of barren landscape some time in our lives. When
all the things that we assumed were essential have seemed to wither and collapse. Some of us know
what it is to have that experience in the midst of this season, where we put out all the decorations, and
all the traditions, and every sentence starts with “happy” or “merry” and everything feels like its not
just dead, but maybe salted for extra measure.

We also see those places and people in the world who are experiencing those times.
Almost anytime I sit down with anyone in the church, I ask them what they think we ought to pray for.
The answer for these past few week which has always come to the top is prayer for those families that
are trapped in the challenges and struggles of refugee resettlement, migration, and immigration.

With all the complexity with which we remember and tell the story of a human life, I have been
reminded in this week of his passing that George H.W. Bush once said, “with fear and vision, with
sorrow and adventure, fleeing tyranny or terror, seeking haven, and all seeking hope…Immigration is
not just a link to America’s past; it’s also a bridge to America’s future.”

It is a fitting time and place to remember: images of folks fleeing violence, seeking refuge, willing to try
even in the midst of policies or actions that seek to dehumanize them fill our news, but they also beg
us to remember that in this season we will tell the story of God come to live in human flesh in Jesus…
and also of the family that loved him—Mary and Joseph, that righteous branch of the tree of Jesse just
about to flower— who struggled to find a place to sleep, or eat, or simply be in safety. Yet, in the
possibility and vulnerability of a tiny child, God frees them from emptiness and fear. God manages to
tell a story through them that still yields fruit and hope for us this day.

The greek poet Dinos Christianopoulos’s much quoted couplet, “they tried to bury us / they didn’t
know we were seeds” comes to mind.

There’s a danger in talking about how God plants hope. There’s an often misused quotation from the
Letter to the Romans:
Romans 8, often it is quoted as “God has the power to work all things for the good.” It has, far too



often, made God a kind of mystical Rube Goldberg machine: sometimes we call this the God closes a
window on your hand so God can open a door theory? In other words, maybe God does bad things to
show us good things that come after that… and there are definitely stories in the Bible that you can lay
this theory over. But Jeremiah, and all our songs, and the stories we will tell through this season are
not of this kind of push me pull contraption; they show that God is simply nourishment and energy that
pulls us back to life when all we were so sure of falls to dust as constant as gravity, a well of hope
which pulls us in and grows new life again and again; feeding us, sheltering us, nourishing us.

The other day, Tommy Johnson told me the story of a friend of his, John, who lost his home in the fires
that have been so much in the news in California. John and his family were safe, but all of their
property burned. However, that wasn’t the point of the story that John wanted to tell of this time in
their lives. Instead, what he had passed on to Tommy and other friends all around was this request:
send seeds. What they most wanted from their community of connection in this time of ash were
seeds. Because, as it turns out, after a fire has burned through is one of the most fertile times that the
earth beneath us will have.

I do not think that God sent the fire… but I know that God is in all of those who send seeds. And in the
raw possibility of what has burned, but cannot be trampled down or out.

That is our hope… in times of trouble and turmoil and of ash… God send us seeds. A shoot from the
stump of Jesse, a rose ever blooming, holly and ivy, Jesus Christ the Apple tree… send us, O God,
seeds to grow in the rich dark earth of loss, or pain, or grief.

We are as far away from Jesus as we will ever be this year, friends… and God sends us, this year and
every year, the seeds of that shoot of green from what was dead before: Jesus. To remind us of what
can come from even the farthest arc away from what we thought we knew… And, to remind us that we
can in fact be seeds as part of the body of Christ living in the world: sent to be bearers and singers of a
hope that has no end, that blossoms into life and mystery in this Advent season.

So, whether you bloom or whether you rest in the dark right now like a seed… you descendants of that
root of Jesse… be fed here, and grow. Amen.


