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Well as the Beach Boys song title suggests:  I just wasn’t made for these times.  And maybe that song title 
rings true in some area of your life.  If it does I want to say to you, don’t be too quick to look past 
it—there may be purpose for you there yet.  Because the truth of your life is that God has uniquely 
placed you right where you are, and God has uniquely gifted you for some purpose in your 
neighborhood or your place of influence, even if it feels like you are somehow out of place. 
 
We all go through times when it feels as though we’re foreigners in the place where we are.  In the 
book of 1 Peter the Bible calls us Resident Aliens.  I had an experience like this last spring, while 
traveling to the Holy Land, I arrived a day or so before the group and spend a day making my way 
around Tel Aviv.  And it was an odd feeling standing on a bus or on a train packed full of people, 
and literally not understanding a word that was being spoken around me.  Genuinely I was an alien 
in their land.  And maybe there are times when you feel that way even in your home community.   
 
I’ll tell you what, when you feel that isolation that sometimes comes, it doesn’t take much to bring a 
little hope to your experience.  Small gestures in the midst can have big impact.  Standing on the bus, 
in downtown Tel Aviv, trying to get to the train, which would take me to the airport, I felt alone and 
isolated.  Then a hand was placed on my shoulder, do you know where you’re getting off, said a 
voice with a thick Hebrew accent.  Not really, and I’m nervous to ask.  Where do you want to go?  
he said.  Ben Gurion Airport, I said.  Ah, yes.  You get off at Haggaddah station.  All of a sudden 
calm swept over me. 
 
That small gesture of affirmation let me know that I was not lost.  And Ezekiel is called to do this as 
well.  Ezekiel believes in affirmation.  The text that we read this morning comes after a long stretch 
of the book that paints a pretty grim picture for God’s people.  Judgment and punishment is 
prophesied, but then Ezekiel speaks up with words of affirmation.  And it comes in sort of a strange 
way.  The beginning of chapter 17 says Son of man, propound a riddle, speak an allegory.  It’s a 
riddle.  They needed that.  They needed to have the message come to them in an unconventional 
way.  But these are unconventional times. 
 
Ezekiel, this 30-something priest has been ripped out of his context and plopped down in Babylon, 
along with a bunch of other displaced persons.  They’ve lost their lives, their customs, their homes, 
their churches.  And they’re living in a suburb called Tel Habib (mound of the flood).  The mound 
that was destroyed by a flood.   
 
The riddle is fascinating, it’s a story that describes their crisis.  It’s a fable really (fables are stories 
that use non-human characters to play the main roles).  In the story, there is a tender sprig, and there 
are two eagles.  And if you look at the footnotes you’ll realize that the eagles represent two empires: 
Babylon and Egypt, and so it is a geo-political story, and the tender sprig is Israel.  And because it 
has been taken from its root and transplanted, it doesn’t have a foundation, it’s rootless, waterless, 
and it withers where it is planted.   
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And into this context Ezekiel speaks this word of hope from God to his people’s crisis.  Let me tell 
you the story, there is something else at work in our lives, something beyond our lives, it’s the 
presence of God.  And in verse 22 he says that God himself will take that tender sprig and God 
himself will plant it on a high and lofty mountain, so that it will produce boughs and bear fruit and 
become a noble cedar.  
 
None of those things that discourage you, none of those things that destroy you, none of those 
things that make you feel as though you are a stranger living in a strange land will be able to stand in 
the way of what God is doing in you.  I myself will bring life into your life.   
 
There’s a tender sprig in my life, there’s a tender sprig in your life, there’s a tender sprig in this 
church.  But we don’t see it unless we are able to hear from and listen to the word of the Lord. 
 
God makes it his business to do great things with small seeds, later Jesus will talk about a small seed, 
a mustard seed that is hardly even noticeable, but given the right environment, and the proper care, 
grows into a great plant with thick dense foliage and lots of shelter for all sorts of creatures.  But it 
comes from a tender seed.  This is what Jesus calls the Kingdom of God.  It doesn’t take much, but 
what’s possible when it’s planted in our lives, or better yet, when we are planted in its presence is 
immeasurably good.   
 
Ezekiel doesn’t realize it, as he’s unfolding this riddle given to him by God, but what we later learn is 
that Jesus is the riddle—better yet, Jesus is the answer to the riddles of our lives.  He’s the one in 
your life who says:  “I am the way the truth and the life…you are my friends.” 
 
What are you feeling in your life that is causing you to feel like one of those alien exiles living in 
Babylon to whom Ezekiel speaks.  Is there a place where you are feeling dried up, trapped between 
forces beyond your control, stuck in a place you didn’t plan to be and which you don’t feel like 
you’re capable of become free?  Maybe you made a poor financial decision, and now you’re suffering 
the consequences; maybe there is a member of your family who is suffering some struggle and you 
want more than anything to take the burden and show them to freedom, but you just can’t do it.  
Maybe you think things will always just be the way they are, and that’s all together discouraging to 
you.   
 
Whatever it is I want to tell you that there is a tender sprig in your life, and it’s the Word of God 
who meets you in the crises of your life.  It’s a word of hope, an affirmation, I’m here, I’m with you, 
you’re not alone.   
 
What was it about Ezekiel that allowed him to speak prophetically, to speak poignantly, to speak 
words of hope into people’s lives?  It’s the fact that he was right there with them.  He knew the 
crisis they were going through because he was living it too.  And the only way we will know that 
profound encouragement that comes to the tender sprig is by allowing God to move us into the 
places of distress and struggle of other people’s lives.  Last week I told you the story of Father 
Damien of Molokai, who devoted his life to serving the Lepers of Hawaii.  And the most affirming 
and powerful moment of his ministry was that morning when he was able to stand before them and 
say “we lepers.”   
 
Jesus moved him into the lives of others.  By his compassion for Father Damien, Jesus was able to 
plant those tender sprigs of hope in the lives of others. 
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Jackie Robinson recalls a moment where that tender sprig was planted in his life too.  He recalls the 
day, it was either 1947 or 1948, it was early in the season before the game began.  Robinson was 
warming up with the other infielders, he was at first.  Some opposing team fans began to gather near 
the rail along the first base line.  Now all Jackie wanted to be was a guy who was able to play ball and 
help his team, and these opposing fans knew that was the one thing he never could be.  They did not 
want him there because he was black, so the comments, the racism began to sound towards him.  
But Jackie was accustomed to racism, he had been jeered, ridiculed, spat on, even spiked by 
opposing base runners.  But this day was particularly bad and he was not sure, but this could be the 
end of his major league career.   
 
You see when he signed there was a clause in his contract called a “non-retaliation” clause.  If he 
were to strike back at anyone, it would nullify his contract.  He could feel himself flooding with 
shame, anger, righteous indignation, injustice.   
 
But surprisingly at that moment another player walked across the field and came to stand right next 
to Jackie.  Pee Wee Reece came over from Short Stop and stood next to his teammate.  Before being 
paired with Jackie in the Dodger infield, Pee Wee said, I had never shaken the hand of a black man.  
And yet there he stood, putting his arm around Jackie until the jeering stopped.   
 
This is how Jackie remembers the story:  “Pee Wee kind of sensed the hopeless, dead feeling in me 
and came over and stood by me for a while.  He didn’t say a word, but he looked over at the chaps 
who were yelling at me and he stared.  He was standing by me, I will never forget that.” 
 
That’s affirmation, it changed the course of one man’s life, it also helped change the course of 
history.  There are two people who you will never forget.  You’ll never forget the person who kicks 
you when you’re down, and you’ll never forget the person who pulls you up when you’re down. 
 
The bible commissions you and me to be affirmation givers, to be people who speak these simple 
words of encouragement and hope into people’s lives.  Proverbs 16 says “Pleasant words are like a 
honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and health to the body.”  Through your words you can 
communicate this alien transformation, alien affirmation.  And you might be the kind of person who 
says everyday, I’m going to tell 5 people today how wonderful they are, or you might just do it as a 
part of your natural rhythm and not think too much about it—regardless of how, keep doing it.  
Because it might be that passing encouragement, planted in the right soil, that tiny sprig of hope, 
that allows a person to say, “you know what?  Today I can make it.”  You never know what tiny 
sprigs are around you. 
 
There was another sprig that was planted in the ground, only this one the enemy was convinced 
would only wither and die.  On Good Friday when that wooden cross, nothing more than a twig in 
God’s eyes, was planted in the rock of Golgatha, no one had any hope that it would become 
anything more than it was—a Roman execution in a tucked away corner of the empire in which a 
nobody from nowhere was quietly snuffed out of memory.   
 
But you see that’s the irony of hope, what looks in someone’s life like the end, seen through the 
right lens or as a part of the right story, can be the beginning of hope.  When everyone around him 
was discouraged on Friday, Jesus came to them on Sunday and said Look with your eyes, touch with 
your finger, before you is life.  I’m here to tell you that it’s true, I’m here to encourage and affirm 
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that just as God has a plan for my life, he has a plan for yours as well.  And by the Holy Spirit we’ll 
discover it together. 
 
There’s a life in your life that’s more than your life today.  There’s a life in your neighbor’s life that’s 
more than her life today.  And God is coming to put his arm around you, around them.  He’s done 
it in Jesus Christ, and he’s using you to accomplish it in others, so do not fear.  Let’s pray. 
 
 


