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“The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength:
A River That Never Stops; Trees That Always Bear”


The Seventh Sunday of Easter						             May 16, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										   Acts 1:12-26
Epistle Lesson								       Revelation 22:1-6, 12-20
Gospel Lesson										 John 17:20-26


Today the season of Easter comes to a conclusion.  Next Sunday is Pentecost.  Our theme for these Sundays is “The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength,” and the theme for today is “A River That Never Stops; Trees That Always Bear.”  

I’m going to focus on the first few sentences of the Epistle Lesson for today, which I’m going to read again.  Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city.  On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month.  And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.  No longer will there be any curse.  

I’m going to begin this morning in a rather strange place.  I’m going to start talking about whale oil.  Throughout the history of the world there have always been, and I guess there will continue to be scares presented to the populous.  Scares that come to the populous and say, “We’re running out.  It’s all going to be over.  We’re the victims of scarcity.  There is no hope.”  In the 1800’s one of the big scares was that we were running out of whale oil.  The whales were being killed off so rapidly that soon there would be no more whales, and there would be no more whale oil.  This was a tragedy because people lit their homes, their offices, their businesses with whale oil.  Whale oil was known as illuminant, and when it was gone everything would be dark.  It was one of the great scares of the 1800’s.  Well, you’ve never heard of this I suppose or if you have it’s just a little footnote in history, but this was a very real thing to the people in those days.

Well, why didn’t it put an end to civilization like everyone thought it would?  It didn’t because an alternate source of illumination was discovered.  That alternate sources of illumination was kerosene.  Petroleum was discovered in Pennsylvania.  They started pumping it out of the ground, and a very enterprising American started turning it into kerosene.  Once the kerosene started flowing, people all over the world quit worrying about running out of whale oil.  The man who did this was named John D. Rockefeller.  He started what we know as Standard Oil.  You might find this little tidbit of information interesting.  John D. Rockefeller was retired from active involvement in Standard Oil before they ever sold their first gallon of gasoline.  Standard Oil was built on the sale of kerosene—to light people’s homes, to light businesses, because that’s the way the world dealt with the scarcity of whale oil.

Why do I mention it?  I mention it because in my mind it is a good example of how things work out.  We are being told constantly that life is doomed because we’re running out.  Every year there is something new that we’re running out of.  There’s scarcity.  There’s not going to be enough.  It’s all going to end.  We’re all going to die.  We’re all going to get cold.  We’re all going to get hot.  Who knows?  We’re running out; the end is near.  Now I’m not trying to say that we don’t have to be serious about the environment in which we live.  So don’t say that’s what I’m saying.  We are called upon to be good stewards of what we have.  We are not to waste anything that God has provided.  We are not to pollute the earth.  And I’m not saying do whatever you want, it all works out.  That’s not the message, so don’t say it is.  The message is that in all of these great scares, in all of this great prophecy of scarcity it doesn’t happen.  Why don’t we run out?  Why don’t we run out?  We don’t run out because God will never run out.  That’s the message for today.  That’s the Easter message for today—God will never run out.  So when people try to scare the daylights out of you by talking about scarcity and the end is near, for the world or for you, keep these verses in mind.  That’s what I do.  Because these verses tell me quite clearly, God is not running out.

We are told about this river--this beautiful, this clear river.  A number of years ago I went to San Antonio, Texas in the winter.  I was speaking there on C. S. Lewis.  When I got there, of course, I bring the bad weather with me, so I went to San Antonio, Texas for a weekend, and it never got over 40.  But the people I was with insisted that I go see the River Walk through San Antonio.  So I went there.  I think I have the distinction of being one of the few people in the world to ever see the River Walk in San Antonio alone, because no one else in their right mind was there.  But the three of us walked there and I saw the River Walk.  It’s interesting, you have this river flowing through the city and people are very proud of it.  But I’ve seen lots of rivers running through cities.  Do they impress you with their cleanliness?  Is it something you would like to swim in?  Is it something you would like to drink out of?  I don’t think so.  The prophet Ezekiel talks about the temple and the vision he sees.  He says, “There is water coming out of the temple.  And this water is flowing down the steps of the temple, and it’s flowing down the streets of Jerusalem.  Then it flows over, through Jericho and down into the Jordan River.  And then it flows, and by the time it gets down there it’s like a half a mile deep.  It flows down the Jordan River into the Dead Sea.  And when it gets to the Dead Sea, it purifies the Dead Sea.  There are things living in the Dead Sea.  It’s filled with fish, you can drink out of it, it is pure; it is crystal clear.  There are trees growing all around it.  All the land around it is irrigated.”  And Ezekiel says, “This is the power of God--this crystal clear water flowing—undoing evil, undoing pollution.”  And how can that be?  Ezekiel says, “It can be because God doesn’t run out.”  

Now in this vision to John on the Island of Patmos this image is used again.  In this vision he sees the throne of God, and there is water coming from under the throne of God—and it is pure, it is crystal clear.  It is not only clear; it undoes any pollution that it ever meets.  It comes from the throne of God and it goes down through the middle of the city, and it runs through where people are, and it is ever flowing—it never runs out.  

So whenever we sing this hymn about, “Shall We Gather By the River,” we aren’t so much talking about a certain place or a certain time.  We are talking about the fact that we are going to gather around God’s abundance.  When people try to scare the daylights out of us about the lives we are living in the world in which we live, we are going to say, “You aren’t going to scare me, because I’m gathered by the river—it flows from the throne of God.  My confidence is that God does not run out.”

And on either side of this river there are the trees of life.  It says the tree of life, but that’s a collective noun.  It’s not just one tree; its orchards and orchards for miles of these trees—the tree of life.  Where this tree of life blooms there will never be scarcity again, because this tree produces a different fruit every month.  So just about the time you’re sick of grapefruit it starts producing apples.  And about the time you’re sick of apples, it starts producing pears.  And the point is that because God never runs out your needs are met.  And they aren’t only met, they are met with style.  Then the leaves on this tree are gathered, dried, and ground up, and they are for the healing, of not the select few, they are for the healing of the nations—the healing of the nations.  Because it is God’s plan that people from all over are going to come to the river, the beautiful river that flows from the throne of God.  When they come their anger, their jealousy, their hurts, their diseases, their covetousness, all these things will be healed because the leaves of the tree of life are for the healing of the nations.

God not only lasts forever, it’s not only that God is eternal, but he provides forever and he will never run out.  That’s the message.  When Jesus Christ walked on this earth that was the message; when he walked up to somebody and he healed them, the message was:  Your disease is not your end, because I will never run out of the ability to give you life.  “Life is mine to give,” Jesus said.  And so he healed people.  He was confronted sometimes with 4,000 people, sometimes with 5,000 people.  He felt bad because they were hungry.  And what did he do?  He provided for them.  The message isn’t that God’s going to give everybody a free lunch—free quarter pounders for everybody, isn’t the message.  The message is:  God never runs out.  The needs of humanity will be met for ever.

And when he cast out demons the message was:  No power in the universe can stand against the power of God, because the power of God never runs out.  So any demon that comes up against him is cast out and there is no question about it.  And when Jesus goes to the cross he endures opposition.  In the midst of that opposition, he tells the world God’s forgiveness does not run out.  You reject him; you nail him to a cross; you make him suffer unbearably; and as you nail him to the cross he says, “Forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing.”  And as he hangs on the cross he never runs out of caring.  He cares for his mother; he cares for the person next to him.  When does God ever run out of forgiveness?  When does God ever say, “That’s it; I’m done!”?  He doesn’t.  His mercy endures forever.  

For seven Sundays now we’ve celebrated Easter—the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ from the dead.  And when he comes from the tomb the message is God doesn’t run out.  Life is his gift to give and it never runs out.  It never runs out.  It is his will to give life.  It is in his power to give life, and he’s given you life today.  That’s why you’re sitting here.  Not because it’s a natural consequence of your birth and the way you’ve taken care of yourself.  God has given you life today.  He will continue to give you life today—the breath you just took is a gift from God.  The blood flowing through your body right now, because your heart is beating, that’s a gift of God.  Life is his to give and he’s giving it to us right now.  He will do that forever, because he does not run out.  

My neighbors across the street invite us over every once in awhile.  We sit in their backyard and talk.  They have this wonderful fountain in their backyard.  You’ve probably seen one of these things.  I could just watch it forever.  I get such a kick out of it.  It’s a faucet suspended in mid air.  It’s connected to nothing.  Beneath it is a bucket.  Water runs out of this faucet into this bucket, and it never stops.  It never stops.  The water has no visible source, but it never stops going into the bucket.  My suspicion is it’s a trick.  I think that there is a little clear, plastic tube going up into that faucet, and there is a little pump in the bucket, and that it pumps water up there and then it comes out like that, and it gives the illusion of a faucet with no apparent source that never stops the water flowing.  It’s a trick, but I could watch it forever.  And as I watch this little fountain in my neighbor’s backyard, I think to myself, “This is a trick, but with God it isn’t.  With God it isn’t.”  There is no apparent source to what God provides.  Nonetheless, there it is.  And it never stops; it never runs out.  

When I was a young pastor down in Medford, Minnesota things were pretty touch and go for me and my family.  My aunts used to give us rice that they got for free from the government.  They gave us powdered milk.  One man in the parish gave us a quarter of beef every year.  I always knew when it was time to make shut-in calls, because we were out of eggs.  The kids wore hand-me-downs.  Things were pretty touch and go there.  I heard this sermon illustration and it meant a lot to me at the time.  It stills means a lot to me.  It’s an illustration about a parish out in the country.  They got this new pastor right from the seminary.  He was a good pastor.  He had a lot to learn, but he was a good pastor.  His heart was in the right place.  He was learning.  But the troubles of life in trying to support his family was going to get him down.  There was a member of the congregation who was very well-to-do.  He did not want this pastor to get discouraged.  He wanted him to stay in the ministry.  He wanted to do whatever he could to make it possible for him to stay in the ministry.  Now the man was very wealthy.  He could have just written him a big check.  But he thought, “If I do that that will destroy his initiative.”  So the very wealthy man thought about this, “How can I possibly support this young man in the ministry in a way that will build faith and not destroy it.  Encourage him and keep him going.  How can I do that?”  Here’s the idea he got.  He took a twenty dollar bill and a five dollar bill and he put it in an envelope with a little note.  The note simply said:  More to follow.  He put it in an envelope; put it in the pastor’s mailbox.  The next month another envelope appeared with a twenty dollar bill, a five dollar bill, and a note—more to follow.  What the man did was provide for his pastor in a way that taught him confidence.  Confidence where he couldn’t see the end—all he had was the promise:  More to follow.  It started from nothing, and all he ever had was a twenty dollar bill, a five dollar bill and a note—more to follow.  I think that’s one of the greatest sermon illustrations ever.  It means so much to me, because that’s where we all live.  Every day you get up God gives you today and he says, “More to follow.”  He gives you forgiveness, he gives you what you need to live in abundance, he provides for you, and the promise is:  Because of Christ and his death and his resurrection, there is more to follow. 

And what is this thing in Revelation telling us?  It is telling us, “He will never run out.”  The crystal clear, purifying river that flows from the throne of God will never run out.  The trees that provide life will provide life twelve months out of the year and never run out.  And the leaves are for the healing of the nations.”  You are surrounded day by day by messages coming at you to scare the daylights out of you, to make you afraid.  “We’re running out of petroleum.”  “We’ve got too much heat.”  “There is not enough food.”  “There’s not going to be enough forgiveness.”  “You’re getting old.”  “You’ve got aches and pains.”  “Kids are worse than ever.”  “We’re running out of goodness.”  “We’re running out of everything.”  The messages never stop.  They just keep bombarding us.  Don’t listen to that stuff!  Listen to the God of the Universe who has redeemed you.  He says, “Do not be afraid.  I’m never going to run out.”  Amen
