Planting Trees You’ll Never See Grow
Acts 7:2-8

+++

Introduction

There is a story in the Talmud, the collection of writings constituting the Jewish civil and religious law,  of an old guy observed planting a fig tree. When asked if he really expected to live long enough to consume the fruits of his labor, he replied: "I was born into a world flourishing with ready pleasures. My ancestors planted for me, and I now I plant for my children..."

Planting trees you’ll never see grow.  When asked what he would do if he knew the world was going to end tomorrow, Martin Luther said, “Go out and plant a tree.”  

Abraham could be seen as such a man, planting a tree he would never see grow.  Our text says that Abraham was called to a new land, out of Mesopotamia and into Haran.  God said to him one day, “Get out of your country and from your relatives, and come to a land that I will show you.” (Acts 7:3)  And the text goes on to say that he came out of the land and “dwelt in Haran.”  Then we read verse 5:


“And God gave him no inheritance in it, not even enough to set his foot on.  But even when Abraham had no child, He promised to give it to him for a possession, and to his descendants after him.”

God goes on to encourage and enlighten him speaking of days when his children will struggle and yet be released.  Ultimately he is given a covenant sign – circumcision – that the promise will come to pass.
Are you planting trees you’ll never see grow?  It takes three things to do that: Plant a Seed, Give it Time and Don’t Give Up!

I   Plant a Seed:  Have Faith in God!
Faith believes that with time the tree will grow.  Augustine once wrote “Faith is to believe what you do not see; the reward of this faith is to see what you believe.” 

John Bisango, a pastor from the Houston area, describes a time when his daughter Melodye Jan, age 5 at the time, came to him and asked for a doll house.  John promptly nodded and promised to build her one, then he went back to reading his book.  Soon he glanced out the study window and saw her arms filled with dishes, toys, and dolls, making trip after trip until she had a great pile of playthings in the yard.  He asked his wife what Melodye Jan was doing.  “Oh, you promised to build her a doll house, “his wife said, “and she believes you.  She’s just getting ready for it.”  “You would have thought I’d been hit by an atom bomb,” John later said.  “I threw aside that book, raced to the lumber yard for supplies, and quickly built that little girl a doll house.  Now why did I respond?  Because I wanted to?  No.  Because she deserved it?  No.  Her daddy had given his word, and she believed it and acted upon it.  When I saw her faith, nothing could keep me from carrying out my word.”

If you want to see something grow, plant a seed.  One of the great definitions of Faith is this:  Acting as if.

Are you acting as if?
 II   Give it Time! Be Patient!
Bob Norton wrote about his wife who was a Sunday School teacher who one Sunday morning was teaching her class of small girls the subject of patience.  She asked them all:  “What is patience?”  One little girl raised her hand and said, “Patience is when you are sitting in church and the preacher is preaching.  You’re just sitting there and he is preaching.  He keeps preaching and you keep sitting there.  That’s patience.”

Olga McCoy expressed it well in the following poem:

Patience is an ancient virtue

That has lasted through all the years:

It’s the ability to idle your motor

When you feel like stripping the gears.

Patience is waiting for  the tree you will never see grow.  Linda Knight from Ontario, Canada wrote once in The Upper Room about growing up on a small farm in southern Ontario.  She wrote about vividly remembering planting a handful of morning glory seeds out beside their old barn.  For a few days afterward she checked faithfully to see if they had sprouted.  He was used to instant tea, instant coffee and instant fruit drinks, so why not instant flowers?  Finally she gave up her vigil.  A few weeks later she rounded the corner of the barn and saw that the flowers had blossomed.  The harvest had arrived.  What she learned from that was this:  Plant the seeds and wait.

Abraham learned that lesson well.  We would do well to do the same.

III Don’t Give Up!  Staying Power!!
He walked the streets of one city after another, begging for money.  Their first child was born in an unheated apartment in sub-zero weather and it died within a few days.  Their second child arrived when they were in even worse financial straits.  His wife, Anya, pawned everything of value she possessed – and he gambled it away.  His gambling drove him to a precipice, but Anya stayed him, loved him, and believed in him until, at last, he overcame the demons raging in his soul.  He began to write:  Crime and Punishment, The Brothers Karamazov, The Gambler.  The world might have never known such classics had Anya, Anya Dostoevsky stood by Fedor Dostoevsky.
Playwright Noel Coward once said:  “Thousands of people have talent.  I might as well congratulate you for having eyes in your head.  The one and only thing that counts is:  Do you have staying power?”

Do you have staying power?  Staying power enables you to wait for the seeds to take root, grow and produce fruit – even when you can’t see it.

William Sloane Coffin, one-time Senior Pastor at Riverside Church in an interview once was asked:  What keeps you going?  His response was interesting.  Listen to what he said:  “It is important for a Christian to realize that ultimately we are not called to be effective.  Ultimately we are called on to be faithful.  I didn’t say that being faithful doesn’t demand that you be as effective as possible, but it allows you to be persistent when you can’t be optimistic.  That’s very important.  It is important to understand that hope is a stat of mind independent of the state of the world.”
Can you be persistent when you can’t be optimistic?  That’s so important.  

Conclusion

On a commuter flight from Portland, Maine, to Boston, Henry Dempsey, the pilot, heard an unusual noise near the rear of the small aircraft.  He turned the controls over to his co-pilot and went back to check it out.  As he reached the tail section, the plane hit an air pocket, and Dempsey was tossed against the rear door.  He quickly discovered the source of the mysterious noise.  The rear door had not been properly latched prior to takeoff, and it flew open.  He was instantly sucked out of the jet.  The co-pilot, seeing the red light indicating a problem, requested permission to make an emergency landing.  After the plane landed, they found Henry Dempsey – holding onto the outdoor ladder of the aircraft.  Somehow he had caught the ladder, held on for the ten minutes as the plane flew 200 mph at an altitude of 4,000 feet, and then, at landing, kept his head from hitting the runway, which was a mere 12 inches away.  It took airport personnel several minutes to pry Dempsey’s fingers from that ladder.  But he hung on and survived!
Hang on!  Hang on for dear life!  Plant those seeds of faith.  Patiently give it time!
Don’t give up!  Hang on!  Hang on!  Hang on!
