Planting an Apple Tree
Pastor Walt Lichtenberger







Christ the King Sunday
Luke 23: 33-43








November 25, 2007
Let me begin this morning by repeating a line from Pastor Mac’s sermon from last week.

When Martin Luther was asked what he would do on the last day, 

Pastor shared Luther’s reply – Luther said he’d work in his garden.

Having gone to Gettysburg Seminary in the heart of Adam’s county Pa….
I was taught a slightly different version of this story.
According to my teachers at the seminary in the heart of Apple country, U.S.A. …

When asked what he’d do on the last day, Luther boldly said he’d plant an apple tree!
Whether Luther was going to till the carrots or sow a Macintosh – Luther was ever hopeful.

No matter how hope-less the day seemed, 

Luther trusted that God would not fail to bring about new life.

And so trusting in God’s gift of new life, Luther wasn’t going to be wasting time sitting around.

Filled with hope, Luther was going to be working toward the coming of God’s future.

When things seem utterly lost and helpless, this morning’s gospel reminds us that 
God is still active bringing about hope, forgiveness, and new beginnings.

In all of scripture there is no darker, more frightening, or dismal situation than today’s gospel.
Jesus – God’s beloved Son – is left alone on a cross to die.

God’s hope for all people – the one who cured the sick, fed the hungry, embraced the outcasts –

Jesus Christ – whose compassion was extended to the poor and rich, Jews and Gentiles – 

Was crucified on a cross by the Romans and mocked by the crowds as he hung to die.

So complete was the rejection of God’s love that the very heavens darkened and the earth rumbled.

On my desk is a small crucifix that dear friends brought back for me from their trip to Italy.
It is a gold and enamel cross with a silver Jesus that hangs with its head in sorrow.

About a year ago, I accidentally knocked this cross over and Jesus fell off.

I carefully pressed him back on the cross.

This fix worked for about four months, until I knocked it over again.  Once again, Jesus fell off.

With Jesus off the cross, the little gold and enamel cross from Italy looks like a tiny trophy.

Sadly, for too many Christians the cross has become just that, a tiny trophy with no Jesus on it.

For too many, the cross is just another piece of jewelry that is given on a confirmation day.

Or a symbol that identifies the bearer as ‘heaven bound’ while the rest of world is going to hell.

This past summer I was amazed at how many crosses I saw on billboards down south, 

…advertising all sorts of services from plumbing to financial advice...

The cross was never meant to be a trophy, prize, or an emblem of commerce.

How quickly we take the good things of God and distort them for our own purposes.
Hear again the words of the gospel… 

“When [the Romans] came to the place that is called the Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals”

We would do well not to forget, the cross was first and foremost a tool of death;

It was a humiliating way to die… a painful affair that lasted hours.

A person hung on a cross died alone… abandoned and without friends.

Out of unimaginable love, God became broken and vulnerable to a world that didn’t care.

Sadly, to this day, God’s invitation of love continues to be discarded and ignored.

For we live in a world that is more passionate about Black Friday than Good Friday.

Sadly, we easily join the crowd that mocks God, refusing to lend a hand. 
Each time that we put our consumptive wants ahead of the needs of God’s children…

Each time we allow our busy schedules to squeeze out prayer and worship…

Each time we fail to welcome others who are different…
Jesus dies once more upon the cross for all the world to see.

Try as we might to remove Jesus from our crosses… 
the love of God holds Jesus firmly in place.

Stretching out his hands in love, God provides for new beginnings in the place of death.

Notice the words that Jesus speaks from the cross…  
“Father forgive them…” 

Not even those Roman soldiers who carried out Jesus’ execution were beyond God’s love.

“Today you will be with me in paradise…”
Not even those who are guilty as sin (and who isn’t?)were beyond God’s compassion & concern.

These are truly radical and powerful words, these words of forgiveness!
Amazingly, God plants in the soil of despair the opportunity of hope.

Amazingly, God plants in the soil of Good Friday the birth of Easter.
In the midst of our brokenness and greed,

In our disease and heartache… in our suffering and self-centeredness…

God forgives us yet again and plants in each of us a seed of hope… 
that we might rise from our little deaths to new lives filled with hope.

That we might work this day as servants of Christ.
The Christ, who continues to love us from the cross, enables each of us to be his servants.

Like children who holding their parent’s hands, they walk on mom or dad’s shoes…

So let the Church grab the outstretched hands of Jesus and wobble onward and outward…
Into a future that is filled with forgiveness and hope – planted for us by Christ himself...
Copyright 2007; all rights reserved.


