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• During the ‘middle ages’ an amazing thing happened in Europe. In an era 
that some still call ‘the dark ages,’ paradoxically there occurred a celebration 
of the beauty and power of light. In an expression of incredible hope, the 
great gothic cathedrals of Europe were built. Perhaps the most remarkable 
one of them is Chartres, in France – built in the astonishingly short time of 
about 25 years. The building is famous for several things, among them the 
labyrinth design laid into the stone of the floor at the west end. But what 
really sets Chartres apart are the magnificent stained glass windows. The 
famous Jesse tree window is one of them – a window that portrays the 
theme in our first reading from Isaiah this morning.  In Jesse tree images, 1

we often see a sleeping Jesse, the father of King David. Sprouting up from 
his side, there is a large vine, shooting up into a great tree. On the branches 
are various kings and prophets from the Old Testament. And at the crown of 
the tree we see Mary, with Jesus extending from her. 

• In our Isaiah reading, the prophet imparts this message to Israel: in nature, a 
shoot will often sprout up from the stump of an old tree – even a tree that 
has been cut down. In just this same way, a shoot will spring up from the 
family line of the ancient Jesse, the father of King David. When we lose a 
beloved tree in the yard, the new shoot growing from the remaining stump 
will be a sign of hope that a new tree may grow up to replace the lost one. 
And in the same way, God’s word through the prophet was a word of hope: 
a new king would arise who would take the place of his ancestor David, in 
order to lead a people who were without proper leadership. 

• Throughout history, God’s Word to his people has been a word of hope, 
even when it has also been a word of judgment. This is the hope about 
which Paul practically sings in our Epistle reading this morning.  Time and 2

again, God’s word of hope came to his people through his prophets. But we 
need to remember that, before God’s Word was shared through the 
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prophet, the Word came first to the prophet. And God’s call to the prophets, 
as well as God’s Words of hope, were not always received as good news! 

• Remember God’s call to Moses, and how he then responded~ “… the angel 
of the LORD appeared to Moses in a flame of fire out of the midst of a 
bush… And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God… Then the 
LORD said… ‘Come, I will send you to Pharaoh that you may bring my 
people, the children of Israel, out of Egypt.’ But Moses said to God, ‘Who 
am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the children of Israel out of 
Egypt?’… And God said, ‘But I will be with you’.”  3

• Or remember God’s call to Isaiah, the prophet whose words we hear this 
morning: “In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a 
throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple… And 
the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called… 
And I said: ‘Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I 
dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the 
King, the LORD of hosts!’ Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his 
hand a burning coal… And he touched my mouth and said: ‘Behold, this 
has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for’."  4

• In each of these encounters, as well as in God’s call to Jeremiah,  when a 5

divine invitation and word of hope came to those who would become 
prophets, they reacted in the same way. Each of them felt fear, just like the 
reaction we saw last week in Simone Martini’s painting of Mary’s reaction to 
the Angel Gabriel. But in each of these call passages we see Moses, Isaiah 
and Jeremiah respond in a second way: each of them is overwhelmed by a 
sense of unworthiness at being called to serve the Lord. For in our hearts 
and our minds, we as God’s people do not always hear or receive what the 
Lord intends to be a word of hope, as indeed a hopeful message. 
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• This Advent, I am sharing with you a handout featuring four Annunciation 
paintings. Today, I invite you to focus on the second painting depicting the 
angel’s visitation to Mary to be a servant in God’s ongoing work of 
redemption. This is the one by Dante Gabriel Rosetti. Notice Mary’s 
response to the angel and its contrast with last week’s painting. Last week 
we saw an image of fear – Mary clutching the top of her cloak turning away 
from the angel and yet not able to take her eyes off him. Today, we see Mary 
looking in a different direction. Her gaze is off into the middle distance, and 
we can tell that she is not looking at anything in particular, ‘out there.’ 
Instead, she is looking within.  

• When encountering the holiness and righteous purity of God, we may 
experience not only fear at the change that might lie ahead. Very likely, we 
will also feel a sense of our own unworthiness. Sensing the glory of God, we 
will become more aware of all that is less than His glory within us. When the 
Spirit invites us to experience transformation back into God’s own likeness, 
we are called to face, and then set aside, all that stands in the way of this 
positive change. In our Gospel today, we learn how God’s Word came 
through John the Baptizer’s ministry as a call to repent. We hear the same 
call to turn toward renewal in our own day. 

• Notice what we see in the angel’s hand: when inviting Mary to bear the 
Word of God for the sake of the world, the angel holds lilies. Lilies are a sign 
of the resurrection that will restore and transform human nature. And notice 
the red sash that perhaps Mary has been stitching:  it bears the same image 
of the lilies, but here it is against a red background – a sign of the passion 
that lies ahead – the path of suffering which the Son must walk so that we 
might fully experience his restoration and transformation of our fallen 
nature. 
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• In this painting, it is not yet clear what Mary will choose. Will she rise above 
her fears? Will she move beyond her sense of unworthiness, to accept the 
Word of hope? 

• And what about this community of faith here? As a parish, and as individuals 
within it, what will you choose? God is now calling you to a new ministry 
together. But how will you respond? Will you move beyond a resistance to 
change? And, more importantly: will you accept the Spirit’s gifts of Grace, 
about which Isaiah speaks in our first reading? For through faith and hope, 
God’s Spirit will seek to transform you for the mission of God’s Kingdom. 

• As we prayed in our collect today: “Give us grace (O Lord) to heed [the] 
warnings [of the prophets] and forsake our sins, [so] that we might greet 
with joy the coming of Jesus Christ our Redeemer.” 
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The Annunciation by 1) Simone Martini (above);       
2) Dante Gabriel Rossetti (right); 3) Trygve Skogrand 
(lower right); and 4) El Greco (below). 

For the four Sundays of Advent: 
{clockwise:}   Apprehensive  /  Introspective 

Attentive  /  Accepting with Joy 
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Matthew 3:1-12 

In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah 
spoke when he said, 

 “The voice of one crying out in the wilderness:  

  ‘Prepare the way of the Lord,  

  make his paths straight.’” 

Now John wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food 
was locusts and wild honey. Then the people of Jerusalem and all Judea were going out to 
him, and all the region along the Jordan, and they were baptized by him in the river Jordan, 
confessing their sins. 

But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, “You 
brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit worthy of 
repentance. Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I 
tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now the ax is 
lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down 
and thrown into the fire. 

“I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I is coming 
after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 
fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing floor and will gather 
his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 

Notes:
 Isaiah 11:1-10.1

 Romans 15:4-13.2

 See Exodus 3 for an account of this event.3

 See Isaiah 6.4

 As recorded in Jeremiah 1.5
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