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 As we all know, the weather in Memphis is constantly changing. This past 

week, for example, has seen sunshine, rain, wind, and a 40 degree temperature 

shift.  At all times, we need to be prepared for either tropical temperatures or 

severe cold.  Our precipitation could be rain, thunderstorms, frost, hail, snow or 

even the dreaded ice.  Dreaded because Memphis has a rough history with ice.  

Those of us who are native Memphians or who have lived here for many years 

remember the ice storm of February 1994, which all but devastated our city.  

Power lines were down for days, and even weeks in some parts of town.  Many old 

trees were completely lost and others lost many branches.  For years afterward, you 

could see the evidence of the storm in a number of misshapen trees, especially here 

in midtown.  Of course the storm damaged the visible portions of the trees, but it 

did nothing to harm their roots.  So after all of the fallen limbs had been cleared 

away, you could see some new growth, even from what appeared to be a dead tree 

stump. 

 

 In our first reading, that’s the image that the prophet Isaiah uses to describe 

the Messiah.  In the approximately 250 years between the time of King David and 

that of Isaiah, David’s lineage looked pretty ragged.  Oh, sure, there were still 

kings, and princes and plenty of folks of royal blood, but the monarchy was far 

from impressive.  They had become a pretty decadent and sinful lot, which gave 

way to plenty of political unrest.  It was Assyria, not Israel or Judah, that 

dominated the region.   Against this discouraging backdrop, Isaiah brought a 

message of hope.  He saw a Messiah – one filled with the Spirit, one who wore 

justice as a band around his waist, one who brought peace.  And this Messiah 

would indeed be royal – but not from the miserable branches of the family tree that 

had wasted their heritage.  No, this Messiah would be a shoot from the stump of 

Jesse – in effect, a brother of the great King David.  In order for Judah to be once 

again respected, once again a signal for the nations, Isaiah’s radical prophecy says 

that Israel must indeed return to its roots – to the root of Jesse, to the original 

vision of a monarchy that carried out the will of the Lord God – not one that had 

become corrupted by sin and self-interest.   

 

 John the Baptist carried a similar radical message in today’s gospel.  He too 

encouraged his listeners to return to their roots, to cut away the dead branches of 

sin that cluttered their lives and to repent for the kingdom of heaven was at hand.  

Often we think of repentance as a little pruning of the more offensive aspect of our 

lives – of the more obvious sins.  John lays this image to rest.  He doesn’t speak in 



terms of pruning, of delicately eliminating sin from an otherwise healthy tree.  

“Even now the ax lies at the root of the trees,” John says.  “Every tree that does not 

bear good fruit will be cut down.”  Like Isaiah before him, John’s vision is of more 

than a little holiday decoration – he demands a radical conversion.   

 

 The chances are good that most of us aren’t really in the mood now for a 

radical conversion.  We are way too busy to really examine our lives, to dig down 

to the roots and start anew.  The holidays aren’t really a good time.  Maybe after 

the first of the year, we tell ourselves.  Such an attitude misses the urgency in 

John’s voice crying out in the desert:  Prepare the way of the Lord, make straight 

his paths.  John does not add:  Of course, I mean whenever you can get around to 

it, whenever you can fit repentance into your social schedule.  No, John is quite 

insistent – “You brood of vipers!” he calls the Pharisees and Sadducees who go 

through the motions of baptism without actual repentance.  I guess a diet of locusts 

and wild honey has a way of removing any subtlety from your system.  Advent is a 

season of waiting and preparation, but it is not a season of subtlety.  As we go 

about our busy holiday schedules, the Church puts before us Isaiah and John the 

Baptist – powerful figures who speak directly to our souls. 

 

 Last week we talked about using Advent as a time to prepare our souls for 

the coming of the Lord.  This week, we learn that that preparation has to begin at 

the root, at the very core of our soul.  We must examine more than the external 

trappings of our lives, we must examine our hearts and clear away anything that is 

blocking the power of the incarnation, the Word made flesh from penetrating into 

our souls.  And how do we do that?  How do we go about looking at our roots, at 

the core of our soul?  Prayer – that heart-to-heart conversation with the God who 

loves us abundantly.  Yes, Advent is first and foremost a season of prayer.  We will 

not appreciate the gift of the Babe in the manger if we have not taken the time to 

pray, to ask God to reveal himself to us – and just as importantly – to reveal 

ourselves to us, to enable us to see the strong branches of our souls and those dead 

and useless branches that must be cleared away.  Advent is the time to examine our 

roots, to find where the life of faith is strong and to eliminate those aspects of 

ourselves that are leading us away from God.  We have heard the voice of one 

crying out in the desert – may we spend Advent preparing the way of the Lord in 

our hearts.   


