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I want to preach on one line from the scripture today:  “a shoot shall spout from the stump of 

Jesse.”  A shoot shall sprout from a stump!  Think of a tree stump.  A stump is something dead 

and lifeless and Isaiah is prophesying that just when you think all is lost, new life will come 

forth.  Advent is a season of hope.  As Christians we are to foster the virtue of hope.   

 

I want to share with you today the story of Jacque Fesch.  Jacque Fesch was born in 1930 in 

France.  His father was a wealthy banker, an atheist, and distant from his son.  Jacque did not 

grow up knowing the love of his father.  Jacque had been baptized Catholi, but by the age of 17 

he had abandoned his faith.  It was around that time that his parents divorced.  Jacque was 

expelled from school for laziness and misconduct. 

 

At the age of 21, he married his pregnant girlfriend in a civil ceremony.  He had no desire to get 

married in the church.  He eventually gave up his position at his father’s bank and began living 

the life of a playboy.  He abandoned his own wife and daughter, and fathered an illegitimate 

child with another woman.  His life was spiraling down the tubes and so he thought – I want to 

escape and sail around the South Pacific.  He asked his wealthy parents for money for a sailboat.  

They refused.  So, he decided to steal the money.  He robbed a moneychanger and didn’t get far 

before the police were in hot pursuit.  He turned and fired his gun and killed one of the police 

officers.  He had done the unthinkable.  He had taken the life of another human being.  This 

heinous crime made the headlines of the newspaper and people called for his execution.  He was 

sentenced to death in 1957. 

 

At first, he was indifferent toward his impending imprisonment.  He refused to talk to the prison 

chaplain.  But slowly things began to change.  His lawyer was a devout Catholic.  Eventually 

Jacque accepted visits from a priest to whom he would form a deep relationship.  After a year in 

prison, he underwent a profound conversion.  This is what he wrote: “At the end of my first year 

in prison, a powerful wave of emotion swept over me, causing deep and brutal suffering. Within 

the space of a few hours, I came into possession of faith, with absolute certainty. I believed … 

Grace came to me. A great joy flooded my soul, and above all a deep peace.”   

 

Jacque Fesch had been stripped of everything.  He had nothing left.  He was in solitary 

confinement.  But rather than bitterness and despair, it was in this moment of total darkness that 

God’s divine light broke through.  Jacque experienced God’s love, which inspired a new hope, 

which led him to faith.     

 

Jacque felt deep remorse for his sin.  He wanted to make amends for all the havoc he sewed.  He 

desired to get his marriage recognized in the church.  He became acutely aware of his 



responsibility to lead his daughter in faith.  From the confines of cell, he began to write letters.  

Many of his letters survive today.   

 

Jacques prison cell became his monastery cell.  He couldn’t attend daily Mass, but he would read 

the Mass each day.  He devoured the bible – something he had never read before.  He developed 

a deep personal relationship with Jesus and became a mystic.  This is what he wrote: “Ask Jesus 

that you may love him, and that his will may be done. You must talk with him familiarly, and 

explain to him that you want to love him well, but that you can’t do it, that many things seem 

obscure and illogical to you, and that you would like to understand them a little better … and do 

not hesitate, all day long, to invoke heaven.” 

 

The life of Jacque Fesch is a story of redemption.  This is a good reminder to all of us: there is 

always hope.  Redemption is always possible.  No one is ever lost.  Sometimes we might be 

tempted to write people off – perhaps even ourselves.  I know people who have said to me:  I’ve 

messed things up beyond repair.  There’s no hope for me.  The season of Advent reminds us:  

there is always hope. 

 

The story of salvation history is a story of redemption and hope.  It’s important that we know our 

bible history.  Let’s go back to Isaiah:  A shoot shall sprout from the stump of Jesse.  Who is 

Jesse?  Jesse was the father of David.  David became the greatest King of Israel and there was a 

prophesy that the Davidic Kingdom would endure forever.  But what happened?  The tragic 

history of Israel is that it was led by a lot of bad kings.  These kings led Israel into ruins.  In 587 

BC Jerusalem was sacked and the Jews were carried off into exile.  The Davidic kingship was 

reduced to a stump.  It was dead, lifeless.  But the Jews remembered God’s promise – and they 

longed for the Messiah – who would restore the Davidic kingship.   

 

Who is the shoot that blossoms from the stump of Jesse? – It’s Jesus.  He is the long awaited son 

of David, the King of Israel whose kingdom will last forever. 

 

Advent is a season of hope.  We celebrate a Father who keeps his promises.  Sometimes, God 

makes us wait.  The Jews waited and waited for the Messiah.  And finally, a virgin was found 

with child.  A shoot appeared from this seemingly dead stump.   

 

I want to share with you Jacque Fesch’s final day.  He made his last confession, received Holy 

Communion and then told the priest that he offered his life for the conversion of his father, for 

those he loved, and for the man he had killed.  His hands were tied behind his back and he was 

led in silence to the guillotine.  He climbed the scaffold, turned to the priest and his last words 

were: “The crucifix, Father… the crucifix.” It was offered to him, and his final act before he died 

was to kiss the crucifix.   

 

Jacque Fesch abandoned his wife and daughter, fathered an illegitimate child, committed armed 

robbery, and killed a policeman.  You could say his life was reduced to a stump.  But then a 

shoot blossomed.  Amazing grace and mercy broke through.  And now the Catholic Church has 

now recognized Jacque Fesch as a Servant of God on his way to becoming a canonized saint.  

Nothing is impossible for God.   


