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November 29, 2015 

Jeremiah 33:14-16 

Luke 21:25-36    Sign of the Branch 

 

The conversation between my son and I went something like this: 

“Mama, I want lots of bean pods. Can you get me some bean pods from 

that bean pod tree?” Do you mean from that catalpa tree there? “Yes, 

Mama, I want bean pods so I can plant the bean seeds so that my brother 

and I can both have a bean pod tree and then both of us can have lots of 

bean pods.” It was a very sweet thought. I didn’t want to spoil the magic 

of it by telling him that it would take a very long time; realistically it 

would be a while before they had bean pod trees. But who would want to 

tell him that? Who would want to say anything, but of course, you can? 

Of course you can have bean pods to plant a tree for you and your 

brother. Of course you will have piles and piles to share. Who would 

want to tell him otherwise? 

Now you and I know that bean pod trees, or any trees for that matter, 

take a long time to grow. You and I know that you can’t just plant the 

seed and have a tree the next day. Or even the next year. It takes a while. 

It takes time for it to sprout and mature and spread those branches. It 
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takes time for it to bear seeds or fruit of any kind. It takes time to 

develop and become that big shade tree in the yard. You and I know that 

when we plant a tree, it will take a lot of time to grow. But we plant it all 

the same. We are willing to wait for that tree we hope for. 

It takes patience to grow a tree. Little by little, year by year, slowly it 

develops and then it bears fruit, eventually, in its season. And the same 

is true for each of us. The same is true for the Kingdom of God. It 

requires patience and hope. It requires being alert to the seasons. And 

that’s why trees are symbols of faith in the Bible. And it’s why our first 

Sign of Advent today is a tree branch. As we prepare ourselves for the 

coming of Jesus, the image of the tree branch reminds us that faith 

requires hope in three ways: hope that looks to the future, hope that 

waits patiently, and hope that is alert to the coming Kingdom. We have 

hope in our coming Savior, Jesus Christ, because who would want to 

live otherwise? 

You and I know that being patient is not easy. You and I know that it is 

not easy to be hopeful when every day there’s a new reason to feel 

hopeless. I feel hopeless when I hear about 1 in 5 people in our country 
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who are hungry. I feel hopeless when I see terrified families coming off 

of boats from Syria. I feel hopeless when I read about another life ruined 

by addiction or another child put into the foster care system. I feel 

hopeless when I hear about all the terrorism and war and disease and 

death. I feel helpless. I feel lonely. I feel afraid. What can I do? What 

can we do? What can any of us do? It all seems hopeless. 

Maybe you feel hopeless sometimes too, like I do. If you do, then you 

and I should know that today’s scripture is right there with us. The 

prophet Jeremiah is speaking to us and to all who are feeling hopeless 

about the future. Jeremiah first wrote these words for the people of Israel 

in the 6th century BCE when their world had literally fallen apart. Their 

government, their community, their whole society had been demolished 

by war.  

The people felt hopeless in their situation and Jeremiah had been 

warning them that this would happen if things didn’t change. If they 

didn’t turn back to God. If they didn’t stop worshipping wealth and 

power and fertility. They were supposed to be different than the world 

around them. They were supposed to be God’s people. They were meant 
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God’s light to the world, God’s blessing to the nations, God’s people 

rescued from slavery in Egypt, standing against all the dehumanizing 

slavery out there. But God’s people had gotten comfortable. They had 

become no different than the world around them; no different than all 

the empires seeking to have the biggest and the best and the most, no 

matter what the cost. And Jeremiah warned the people of God. But they 

wouldn’t listen. The northern Kingdom of Israel was overtaken. But they 

wouldn’t listen. Foreign armies gathered at their doorstep. But they 

wouldn’t listen. They would not change. So, disaster struck. And 

Jerusalem and the entire kingdom of Judah were taken into exile in 

Babylon. 

Jeremiah had warned them. He had told them to return to God’s ways of 

God. But they wouldn’t listen. And so here they were, without their faith 

and without their God. You reap what you sow, the saying goes. You 

harvest what you plant. If you live as if there is no tomorrow, then there 

will be a day when there is no tomorrow. Break your promises to God 

and God will break those promises to you. 
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That’s what Jeremiah could have said. He could have said I told you so, 

and told them that they got what they deserved. And still today, some 

would tell us that that’s how God works. Maybe we even tell ourselves 

that. That there comes a point when God has had enough of us. When 

God throws up God’s hands and walks away. And the promise God 

made to be our God, God breaks it because we have broken our promise 

to God. 

Israel had not kept its promise. The people had not been faithful. They 

had not listened. Some would say that’s the end of the story. But it’s not 

the story of the Bible. Even though the people of God forget God, even 

though they set aside God’s ways, even though they let go of God, God 

never lets go of them. Jeremiah tells the people that God will not leave 

them alone. God will not abandon them in exile. “The days are surely 

coming, says the Lord, when I will fulfill the promise I made. I will 

cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute 

justice and righteousness. Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in 

safety.” God will keep God’s promise. 
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A new branch of the tree will grow. A new branch from the root of King 

David. A new Kingdom like the old one, but safe and secure. A 

righteous branch will spring up. But you and I know that branches take a 

long time to grow. They take a long time to mature and bear fruit. And it 

won’t happen the next day. Or even next year. But it will happen. Justice 

and righteousness. Peace and safety.  God promises it will happen. But 

the question is, how do we keep hoping in that promise? How do we 

have faith in a branch that will spring up and eventually bear fruit-- ten, 

twenty, thirty years from now-- well after we are gone? How do we have 

hope in something that we may never see, but will be for future 

generations? 

You and I know that it takes a long time for things to grow. That’s why 

the first sign of Advent is a reminder that our future promise will take 

time. It is something that will happen in its season. Have faith and be 

patient. How many of us wish we could go back in time and tell our 

younger selves the same thing? How many of us in retrospect, wish we 

could go back 5, 10, 15 years and tell ourselves to have hope, that in the 

end, everything will be OK? Don’t worry. You’ll get through this. Don’t 
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worry about your job. Don’t obsess about what that person thinks. Don’t 

sweat the small stuff. But even if I could tell my younger self those 

things, I’m not sure I would listen. I know I have to learn it in time.  

This past Monday at our Community Thanksgiving service, Elder Chris 

Wright from Pilgrim Baptist gave the sermon and he talked about seeing 

things differently as you get older. And how you learn what to be 

thankful for. As you go through life, you get perspective. You gain 

wisdom. Slowly but surely, like a tree, growing and getting stronger and 

more mature. We all want to be that full-grown tree right now. But it 

takes time to get there. We have to go through today and the next day 

and every day. We have to add those layers, those tree rings. We have to 

learn the lessons God has for us. We can’t go from being a sapling to a 

great big tree in a moment. It takes time. It takes slow growth in its due 

season. And trusting that God is with us every step of the way. 

We are patient in our hope. And we look hopefully to God’s future. And 

we are alert right now to the Kingdom among us. But what does it look 

like for trees to be alert? After all, all they have to do is just be a tree and 

soak in the sun and absorb nutrients from the earth. They just have to 
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hang out while nature takes its course. But Jesus says that budding tree 

branches are a sign to us. As the sap rises in the tree and the leaves 

appear, they are a sign that summer is approaching. Do we see the signs 

in ourselves? Do we feel God’s life in our veins? Are we bearing the 

fruit of the Spirit, love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 

gentleness, self-control? Or do we feel life-less and dry? More like the 

end-of-the-season Christmas tree, thrown to the curb? Are we trying to 

draw life from the world or are we drawing life from our Creator? Be 

alert. Stand up. Raise your heads, Jesus says. Notice what’s going on in 

you and around you. Pay attention. Look at the earth, at the sun, the 

moon, and the stars; the wind and the waves. Look at the life around 

you.  Are you living as if there is no tomorrow, or are you living as if 

life and every tomorrow belongs to God? 

Notice. Pay attention. Be alert in hope. It reminds me of JRR Tolkien’s 

story, the Lord of the Rings. In the story, there are these creatures called 

Ents. They are tree-herders who take care of the trees and look very 

much like trees. Most of them have lived very long lives. And 

everything they do takes a very long time. And when the evil of Sauron 
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comes, they are content to wait and let it pass. They don’t believe they 

need to do anything. But one day, they see what Sauron is doing. They 

see how he has destroyed everything, forests and creatures and 

communities. The Ents become alert and aware to the great evil around 

them. And it is time for them to do something. Their sap rises. And they 

become a force to be reckoned with. They turn the tide of the battle 

against the forces that would devour the world. What have we 

witnessed? What have we noticed? What have we been alerted to by 

God, that has our sap rising to do something for God’s Kingdom? 

The tree branch is a sign to us this Advent. To have hope, that God’s 

promises will always be our promises. To look ahead to the future of our 

hope, to be patient in that hope, and to be alert to the hope that is rising 

within us and around us. The Jewish teachings of the Talmud put it this 

way: “Do not be daunted by the enormity of the world’s grief. Do justly 

now. Love mercy now. Walk humbly now. You are not obligated to 

complete the work, but neither are you free to abandon it.” Have hope. 

Stand up. Raise your heads. For the Kingdom of God is near. 


