
Every precious ideal must be reiterated, every obvious argument 
made, because an ugly idea left unchallenged begins to turn the 
color of normal. It does not have to be like this. 

So wrote author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in the New Yorker 
earlier this week. 

Oh, there are so many things to say, my friends.  These days as my 
family and I prepare to leave the Diocese of Chicago for Indiana I 
find myself wanting to say “all the things”.  In these days as our 
country transitions its national leadership I find myself thinking of 
my paternal grandmother—a lot. Annie Lee Moore Baskerville.  A 
tough woman who paced the floors of the monstrosity of buildings 
known as Kings County Hospital in Brooklyn as head of 
housekeeping making sure that the floors gleamed and the 
windows shone.  Everyone loved her and feared her—she didn’t 
suffer fools.  You could hear the staccato rhythm of her clogs on the 
spotless linoleum tile floor from way down the hall.  She was tough 
and sharp and cursed like a sailor.  You didn’t mess with Annie Lee.  
I mean, you just didn’t.  She had a tough life growing up in the 
south before coming up north to Brooklyn where she met my 
grandfather Harry—a quiet, Shinnecock Indian, peace loving spirit 
who stood in stark contrast to Annie Lee.  But my grandmother had 
a soft spot and if you were lucky enough to be one of her 
grandchildren, she was sweetness and generosity—lavish with 
praise and gifts. She’d do almost anything for us. 

When I was ordained nearly 20 years ago and off to serve a 
congregation outside of Binghamton, NY it was a deep sadness to 
me that Grandma Anne, as we called her, wouldn’t come to visit.  
She was an urbanite to be sure and she had no problem enduring 
the winding back roads of western Massachusetts to visit me in 
college.  But Binghamton, no way.  It wasn’t until she was near the 
end of her life that I understood why.  When she was a young mom 
traveling with my father and his brother on a journey through 
upstate New York, a night time encounter with the Klu Klux Klan 
soured her on ever visiting that region of the state, even for me, 
her first born grandchild.  She would never speak of the details of 
what happened that night—it hardly matters now.  But she never 
went back there.  And though she was not a church-going woman, I 
later found out that she prayed for my safety every night of the two 
short years I lived there. I never told here about the time my rector, 

my boss, took me along to a monthly meeting of the local Rotary 
club in Endicott, near Binghamton, and the guest speaker extolled 
the good works that the KKK was known to do in the community as 
if they were the United Way. I didn’t tell a lot of people at the time
—I hadn’t seen it coming.  And before long the memory of it faded 
into the recesses of my mind. It just became another thing that 
seemed to normalize hate to me. I mean these things happen—no 
crosses were burned on my lawn. My life went on and I left the 
Binghamton area not long after that to serve a church in New 
Jersey.   

Perhaps you’ve been there.  You’re a witness to an off-color joke.  
Or you overhear an unchecked comment that reinforces hateful 
stereotypes. Or perhaps you were on the receiving end of a dignity 
violation or micro aggression that you let pass because “they really 
didn’t mean it” or you are just tired of having to say something.  
Again. Lately, I’m even hearing friends say things like, “well, the 
other can think—insert hateful notion—as long as they don’t say it 
out loud and we’ll be fine.”  Friends, none of that is fine.  None of 
that is okay. God’s dream for us isn’t politically correct 
appeasement—God’s dream for humanity isn’t that small.  The 
erasure of hatred, white supremacy, misogyny, homophobia, and 
xenophobia from human hearts so that we might turn to love, 
normalize love because of, not in spite of difference—is the 
beginning of the dream. 

So what does any of that have to do with the second Sunday of 
Advent?  Everything.  Advent is not just about waiting—it is about 
how we live in the meantime. Womanist theologian and Episcopal 
priest Wil Gafney recently shared an Advent thought on social 
media, she wrote: "The church is in a perpetual state of #Advent. 
We have been waiting for Christ to return since our dawn. We don't 
need to be told how to wait. We need help living in these days, to 
honestly admit that we may not see that for which we wait. Like the 
generations before us we wait in hope. How do we live while we 
wait?”  

Gafney’s question is right on time as we witness and experience 
the spiritual destruction that is being done in this country as hate 
speech, verbal and bodily abuse become common place and as 
marginalization of the dispossessed, the vulnerable, the outsider, 
increases and threatens to become more deeply written into public 
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policy. As we bear each other’s burdens in these difficult days part 
of me laments that it has ever been thus, and the other part of me 
is chomping at the bit to organize for resistance.  Lately I’ve been 
saying that this—these times—this is our moment.  Meaning, if we 
were ever called to claim the counter cultural Christian mantle that 
is about turning the world upside down so that we normalize love 
instead of hate—it is now.  This is what being a Christian is all about.   

And once again, God is inviting us to look in the unexpected places 
for our hope and salvation.  Our lesson from Isaiah today may not 
seem like the first thing to inspire a resistance movement. Advent 
and Christmas hymns make much ado about the stump of Jesse 
and I’m sure the kids in church school or children’s chapel are 
scratching their heads wondering who Jesse is and what’s up with 
his stump. But I think this passage may actually serve us well. 

We don’t talk about stumps much—not unless you are into forestry 
or are working on landscaping your backyard.  For the most part, I 
find that stumps are practically useless - unless you're looking for 
something to sit on. They are worthless - There's a reason they are 
usually just ground into mulch today. They are incredibly stubborn. 
Some of the largest roots that hold them to the ground are as hard 
as iron, and as flexible as rubber. Removing them is painfully 
difficult. 

And, usually, they are dead. Their life as a tree is over.  And yet, in 
the eleventh chapter of Isaiah, we are told that a shoot will come 
out of one such stump, and will inaugurate a Kingdom of peace, 
justice, and righteousness. Isaiah tells us that all will be ok with the 
world. Prey will lie down next to predators, and children will play 
with poisonous snakes with no consequence.  And a child will be a 
leader and all shall be well.   

And all of this will come from a humble, seemingly worthless, 
seemingly useless stump. 

Is this what we expect?  No.  No one saw this coming—it all seems 
so ridiculous and impossible—this grand vision from Isaiah—come 
on.  Wolves don't lie down with lambs. Babies don't play with 
snakes. Children don't lead. 

In his commentary on Isaiah, Walter Brueggeman notes that Isaiah 
is speaking to a troubled situation—it is a deep failure of the 
Davidic dynasty. The kingdom has become divided and all the 

hopes of Israel are gone. “And now” Brueggeman states, “the poet 
asserts a new generativity” a new birth so to speak “with a sprout, 
unnamed and unidentified, but a faint sign of life, growth and 
possibility…the ‘spirit of Yahweh’ is a force that enlivens, gives 
power, energy and courage, so that its bearer is recognized as one 
designated, who has the capacity to do what the world believes is 
impossible…Judah will have in its midst an agent of new 
possibility who counters all its despair.”  

And where does all this come from?  From the stump of the tree of 
Jesse—the line of David—the best king Israel ever had.  And who 
was Jesse but David’s father.  Out of what looks like the failed 
Davidic line comes Jesus--the Messiah—who could have seen that 
coming? It’s a classic move out of the resistance playbook—let hope 
spring from unexpected places in unexpected guises. 

So back to Wil Gafney’s question—how are we to live while we wait?  
Perhaps we live like my Grandma Anne—she refused to go back to 
the place of terror but she held her head high and didn’t let the 
terror define her. We live by turning and returning to love made 
flesh in Jesus, we live by declaring boldly that we will not stand 
idly by while hate and terror are made to be the color of normal.  
We live as if our silence and complicity equals death. We live as if 
we really believe the Good News that God is among us and is 
obliterating the evil in our midst even as we sit here. We live as if 
each one of us can be an agent of possibility to counter despair. 
We live as if each one of us has the capacity do what the world 
believes is impossible. We live as if we believe what happens 
when we gather at that altar really matters.  We live as if the world 
is our canvas, our life is a paint brush and love—LOVE-- is the color 
of normal.  Amen. 


