Second Sundag of Advent, | ittle Malvcrn, 2018

Todag’s E_Pistle and Gospe] cach remind me of a Particular image from art. |n the
Epistle to the Romans, we heard St Faul quoting from the Prophct |saiah: “T here shall be a
root of Jesse; and e that shall rise up to rule the Gentiles, in [im the (Gentiles shall hope”
(Rm 15:12; cf |s 11:10). [n the former Denedictine [riory church at Abergavenny,
Monmouthshirc) you can admire a wooden scu!Pture of Jcssc, father of King David, and “a
root” sProuting out of him. Jtis esPcciallg Finclg craved and Pcrhaps one of the finest medieval
sculptures in the whole world. Originally a T ree of Jesse’, it was evidently felled in the turmoil
of the Reformation and left as a tree stump, you could say.

Despite all this, we still have the reclining figure of Jesse, who would have been at the
base of the T ree, whose branches would have included various descendents of l'\is, Fina”g
reaching an apex in the \/irgin and (Child. Such a tree, to all intents and purposes, would be a
real (Christmas tree, if ever there was one: kings and Prophets being the baubles and (Christ and
Our Lacly ta!cing the Placc of the ange], star (or whatever it is that you have stuck on top of
your tree). C}nristmas tree or not: the Jesse Treeis without any doubt a ‘Family tree’. Taking its
starting Point from |saiah, chapter eleven, cited in todag’s E_Pistle, the “root of Jcsse” can be

seen here to grow into a tree, branching out to include some of those ancestors of (Christ listed

in the genealogies of St Matthew and St Luke.

The T ree of Jcsse’ may have gone at Abergavenng but the “root of Jesse” remains,
and Jcssc himself Points to its fulfilment in that future son of David, the Messiah: “He that shall
rise up to rule the Gentiles, in [im the Gentiles shall lﬂope” (Rm 15:1 7.). Jesse and all the other
ancestors Preparec] the ground, as it were, for the Phgsica] birth of Chris’c, who would rule not
just the People of ]sracl, like King David, but all Pcoples. Yet this was not the on]g Preparation
that was needed: some moral and spiritual Preparing had of course to be done. [ nter St Johm
the Baptist, whom Christ himself described as “more than a Prophet. [For this is he of whom it is
written: Bcho]d l send my angel before Thy Face, who shall prepare Thg way before Thee”

(Mt 11:10; cf. Ml 3:1).



The Baptist prepares the way for the Messiah }33 improving the ways, the lives, of the
PCOP]C. l said at the beginning that the Epistle and Gospel reminded me of a Par’cicular image.
Having alreacly now looked at the “root [or T ree] of Jesse” in the Epistle, which image is
corjurcc{ up bg the Gospel? “|t is written: Bchold | send my angcl”. During one church crawl
round the [Jerefordshire countrgside, | noticed at the vi”agc of Brockhampton a small icon of
Jo]'m Baptist, depicting the saint with a Pair of wings. Tlﬁis was not the first time that l had seen
him clePicted like this, but ] tlﬂought that it was quitc an unusual tlﬁing to find in an English Arts
and Crafts church: both icons and winged St Jol’m the Baptists be!ong very much to |~ astern
Christianitg.

to think: thcg have obviou519 mistaken the Baptist for an angel! fﬂang on: but what did we read
in the Gospcl: “Eccc ego mitto angc/um meum (Beho!d ] send my angc])” (Mt | i:IO). Thc
Douay~Rheims version here Faith{:u”g Fo”ows, as would be exPec’cedJ the | _atin of the \/u]gate:
“angcl” for “ange/unf’, which in turn, as would be exPectecl again, Faitl’xFu”g follows the Careek,
ayYeAOV. This fact explains whg (reek icons show St Jol’m the Baptist as an angel: because
that is how the | ord himself describes him in the Gospcl. But before you insist that he was
dcﬁnitc]y a man not an angel, it must be Pointcé out that ayyeAov simplg means ‘messenger’:
angels are 139 definition messengers, and Jol’m the Baptist was also a messenger, an “angel”,

Passing on the message of GGod in Preparation for his Son’s coming,

Both the image of the “root oFJcsse” and that of St Jol’m as an “angel” are themselves
images taken from the Olcl T estament and explaincd in the pages of the New: St Faul quoting,
as he does, the Prophet lsaiah and our | ord the Prophet Malachi) whose name actua”g means in
[Hebrew ‘my ange!’; Malachi being another messenger of (God. Moreover, both images are
indeed images and as such should not be taken too ]itera”g: a root did not litcra“9 sprout from
Jcsse or wings from Jo}m the Baptist. No, and yet theg express a clcepcr reahtg: Christ as
being ‘risen again from the dead, of the seed of David” (2 Tm2:8), as St Faul told Timothg n
his second ePistle; and that unique role of Christ’s precursor, the “angcl [...] who shall prepare

Thg way before Thee” (Mt i :10).



