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Poems are made by fools like me,
But only God can make a tree.1
Really?
Because my dear wife Renee is allergic to evergreens. Every year growing up as a
kid, we had real Christmas trees. But since Renee is allergic, this is now the 38th Christmas
we've shared where we've had artificial Christmas trees.
Only God can make a tree?
Well, maybe in a way. But we've got Christmas trees with a metal pole in the middle.
Then they've added some wire branches. And they've braided in a gazillion nylon or plastic
needles. Voila—artificial Christmas tree.
Of course, our trees have never been alive. They're just really tree shaped sculptures.
But we put them up in our house and pretend they're real, more or less. They sure are pretty.
And they're fairly low maintenance.
Because I remember those other kinds of trees when I was a kid. Real trees. Well, at
least they were real until they were cut down. Then we brought them into our house and put
them in a Christmas tree stand with a large spike at the bottom and screws to help hold it in
place. And then the race was on to try to keep adding enough water to that base so that the tree
wouldn't dry out completely. Even so, the needles would rain down on the floor. The tree would
get crunchier and crunchier. And we'd put lights all over it, and those lights back in the day were
not cool LED's. They had real incandescent bulbs that got really hot. It's a wonder we never
caught any of those trees on fire.
It used to be a real live tree. But when we turned it into a Christmas tree we killed it,
tried to slow its decay, and then hoped it didn't catch fire and kill us.
Only God can make a tree? Maybe so. At least a real tree that's alive.
I do love Christmas trees. They are beautiful. They warm my heart. But ironically,
they're beautiful on the outside, and lifeless on the inside. External glitz and glitter. Internal
lifelessness.
But if you think about it, ALL of our Christmas decorations are external. They don't
really change anything.
We don't remodel our houses to prepare for Christmas. We just put up some
decorations and lights. Christmas decorations give the illusion of change without really
changing anything. At some level, they are superficial. They are exterior cosmetic things that
we slap up on the outside without ever touching what's inside.
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And they are very temporary. The decorations will be up for a number of weeks.
Then they'll go into the box to collect dust until next year. And I'm afraid, when they go into the
box, the artificial good feelings they create are often gone as well.
That's the great danger of our culture anyway. Substance is often missing. A big
plastic and metal fake evergreen tree in the corner of my living room may be beautiful to look at,
but it doesn't change the way I am as a person. Hanging up a bunch of big decorated socks on
the mantle is fun, but it doesn't change my heart in the slightest.
There's got to be more to Christmas than external glitz and internal lifelessness.
Which is why we desperately need to hear the message of Advent.
Which brings us to our lesson from Jeremiah.
Jeremiah at first seems a strange prophet for Advent. Jeremiah was often a prophet
of doom and gloom.
He was a prophet both before and during the destruction of Jerusalem. One of
Jeremiah's favorite words is "waste." The land will be laid waste. Later, the land has become a
waste. On and on chapter after chapter. Gloom. Despair. Jeremiah can be a very depressing
book.
But then there's a switch. Towards the end of the book, Jeremiah switches from
being a prophet of despair to a prophet of hope.
Just a few verses before our OT lesson this morning, Jeremiah says, "Thus says the
LORD: In this place of which you say, 'It is a waste without human beings or animals,' in the
towns of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem that are desolate, without inhabitants, human or
animal, there shall once more be heard the voice of mirth and the voice of gladness."2
That's a strong turn-around. The empty wasteland becomes filled again with sounds
of happiness. Jeremiah continues, "In this place that is waste, without human beings or animals,
and in all its towns there shall again be pasture for shepherds resting their flocks."3
Things may look dead. Things may actually be dead and barren. But God can bring
them life.
Which is where our OT lesson picks up today. Jeremiah says, "The days are surely
coming, says the LORD, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and the
house of Judah. In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for
David."
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The image is that of a stump. God's people had been like a tree that had been cut
down. But from the dead stump, God promises a new branch, a righteous branch, a branch from
David's lineage.
The language is the language of a Messiah. God will bring new life when he sends
his Messiah.
Jeremiah continues: "And he (the Messiah) shall execute justice and righteousness in
the land."
When the Messiah comes, he will make things right. In fact, Jeremiah says earlier,
that this Righteous Messiah will carry the title, "The Lord is our Righteousness."
So don't miss what he says in at the end of our reading: "In those days Judah will be
saved and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which it (Jerusalem) will be
called: "The LORD is our righteousness.'"
Did you catch that? God's people will be called by the title that was given to the
Messiah. Very literally, the people will take on the identity of the Messiah. When the Messiah
comes, God's people will become like him.
From an old dead stump, the Messiah will come with new life. And that new life can
be shared by God's people.
My friends, that's exactly what we need during Advent. A chance to share in the new
life that Jesus brings.
We do external things. We decorate the outsides of either dead or artificial trees.
But God brings new life, a new shoot from the inside, from the old dead stump. A
Righteous Branch, a Messiah will spring up. And we can experience new life when he comes
We decorate decaying trees on the outside. God makes living trees grow from the
inside. That's what we need this Advent. We need growth on the inside. The decorations and
the trappings of our culture may produce temporary warm fuzzy feelings. They may put an
exterior smile on our faces. But those feelings often disappear in January.
Instead, we need God to change us on the inside, so that we may continually grow
and change and thrive.
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We make trees out of metal and plastic. God makes trees by taking a seed, and water
and carbon and sunlight and soil. And through the marvelous processes of biochemistry, God
makes a tree one molecule at a time. The tree grows bigger and stronger as time goes on. It
grows stronger solely because of what happens on the inside.
Only God can make a tree
This Advent, go ahead and enjoy the externals. But more importantly, look to the
internals. Don't just engage in external decorating. Engage in spiritual, interior, re-decorating.
Find some quiet time to spend with God in prayer. Sink your roots deeper into
scripture. Spend some quality time with your family or friends. Do a good deed or give a gift to
someone anonymously and without any hope of being paid back.
And above all, don't lose your focus. Christmas isn't ultimately about decorations,
lights, trees, or presents. It's about the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.
May God strengthen and decorate you on this inside this Advent, as you prepare for
the coming of his Messiah.

