
Pastor Joel offered this
message entitled "A Place for the Birds"
on Sunday, June 14.  It is based on
Ezekiel 17:22-24 and Mark 4:26-34. 

I've planted a garden. Behind our house, just
off the deck. I've planted a garden, a garden
of flowers. I turned the soil, roto-tilled it,
formed a pathway through it. I built a wall, a
stone wall and piled the dirt against it. I
planted seeds, planted flowers, put in
fertilizer, covered it all with mulch. I
watered it, pulled the weeds, staked the tall
stalks of the Delphinium and Hollyhocks. 

I've planted a garden, a garden of flowers.
Morning Glories to climb the arbor,
Foxglove along the stone wall, Petunias and
Alyssum to hang down over the rocks,
Bleeding Hearts in the shaded part, Cosmos
and Zinnias, Geranium and Bee Balm,
Russian Sage and Black-Eyed Susans in the
sunny parts. I've planted a garden. 

I've planted a garden, with care and
tenderness. I dug holes and gently laid the
plants in. I carefully poured water upon them
to give them refreshment in that traumatic
time of being moved from one place to
another. I planted each one, one at a time,
one - at - a - time. 

So now I can sit back and enjoy my garden.
Watch it grow. See the new flowers bud and
bloom. Watch the changing colors, the
swaying stems in the breeze. But it's not just
for me and for Kate that I've planted my
garden. 

If you know me, you know I love to watch
the birds. I've planted a garden in part for the
birds and the butterflies. I've put up bird
feeders and fill them with sunflower seeds.
Now I have little sunflower plants growing
up all over my garden. They will grow tall
and bloom into those big flowers that will
eventually produce seeds, forty, fifty, a
hundred fold! The birds will be happy. 

I have sugar-water feeders for the
Hummingbirds. They are so much fun to
watch as they chase each other around the
garden! One will decide to claim a feeder
and then will try to guard it from all the
others. There can be a lot of chasing and fast
moving activity around the Hummingbird
feeders. But I most enjoy it when they alight
at a flower that I've planted for them. This is
more natural, the way it should be. Birds and
flowers, together. That's what I really enjoy. 

And it gives me peace. It relaxes me when I
sit in the garden swing with Kate, and just
watch. See the Chickadees and Nuthatches
and Titmice come and take just one seed
from the feeder, go off, eat it and return for
another. Or watch the Goldfinches and
House and Purple Finches sit and gorge
themselves like hogs on the tube feeders for
minutes at a time. Watch the Bluejays and
Grackles come and make a mess, throwing
all the millet seed off of the wooden feeder
to get to what they want. Watch the cautious
Redwing and the nervous Mourning Doves,
the Chipping and Song Sparrows and the
lady Cowbird pick up all that scattered feed
on the ground along with the laid back Gray
Squirrels, the hyperactive Red Squirrels and
the scurrying little Chipmunk. Attend to the
comings and goings of the Downy
Woodpecker as it climbs up and down the
crabapple tree. Hear the song and relish in
the beauty of the bright red male cardinal
and his lovely, though more softly colored
mate, or the dapper Red-breasted Grosbeak
and his brown colored lady friend, or Mr. &
Mrs. Catbird similarly clad in their gray



suits. Of course there is the occasional visit
from the Crows and Turkeys. And I love the
surprise visits of others such as the
Kingbird, the Pine Siskins, and the Black
and White Warbler. 

Each in their own way brings me great joy.
They delight my heart. I feed the birds and
the other creatures because I like them. I
want to help them get through the cold
winters. I want to help them feed their
young. I want to provide fresh water for
them to drink and to bathe in. I want to
provide a place in which they feel safe and
secure, a place of beauty in which they can
all get along. 

The passage from the Old Testament book
of Ezekiel tells us of a God who seems to
take a similar delight in the people of the
world. Ezekiel was a priest turned prophet at
the time when the Babylonians conquered
Israel and laid waste to Jerusalem in 587
B.C.. Ezekiel was one of the refugees, the
captives taken off to Babylon and he initially
preached a message of God's judgment to
the people. Ezekiel uses words like
"rebellious", "impudent" and "stubborn" to
describe the people Israel. It is to this
"nation of rebels" that God sends Ezekiel to
preach. He preaches that the troubles they
are experiencing are the result of their
iniquity, that God has used Babylon as a tool
of chastisement upon them, so that they and
all nations "will know that I am the Lord!" (a
refrain he uses many times throughout the
writing). 

But the people now are exiles, helpless,
homeless, and hopeless. They have no vision
of the future other than the despair and
agony they now endure. They are a people

who have lost their country, lost their
homes, lost the very foundations of their
religion: their land, their temple, their sacred
objects. They've lost their God! 

It is to these people, that today's passage
from Ezekiel comes. Commentator Rev.
Bert Marshall, a regional director for Church
World Service describes the passage this
way: 

'How extraordinary, then, with defeat and
exile as background, is our text! How
poignant, how unbearably touching. Is there
a text anywhere in Scripture in which God is
portrayed with such tenderness? "I myself
will take a sprig from the lofty top of a
cedar." God's startling word of consolation
leaps from the page at precisely the moment
when the national catastrophe is recounted
by the prophet (17:11-21). From the depths
of humiliation and despair comes this
surprising recitation of God's personal
intervention. . . Here the image is not one of
power confronting power. It is of a God who
prunes and plants. "I will set it out.... I
myself will plant it on a high and lofty
mountain."' (Feasting on the Word, Year B,
Vol. 3, p.127). 

This same God who earlier had pronounced
judgment upon Israel, now turns, as they
have been humbled, comes to them with
mercy and tenderness. Ezekiel says that this
is the God of Israel. A God of love and
compassion, of renewal and hope for those
who turn to that God. 

This then, is our God too. It is the God we
turn to in our times of trouble, in our days of
despair. A God who plants a sprig which
produces "boughs and fruit", under which
"every kind of bird will live; in the shade of
its branches will nest winged creatures of
every kind." A God who loves all the
creatures of the world, all the nations, all
peoples, each and every one of us. This is
the kind of God we need for our nation
today, for our whole world today! This is the
God to which we need to return! 



And if this is our God, so too, should it be
the 
kind of people we are to be. When Jesus
taught about the kingdom of God being like
a tiny mustard seed that grows into a huge
shrub that gives a place for all the birds of
the air can make their nests in its shade, he
was talking about our being like God. That
we are called to create a space, a
psychological and emotional space, a
garden, a realm of God's presence that
expresses the very love and nature of God.
That our way of living must reflect the very
spirit of our God who works in and through
us, not only for our good, not only for our
own personal welfare, but that we, each one
of us, small and insignificant as we might
be, must work for the good and the welfare
of all, of every person. That is what the
kingdom of God is about. 

And like the parable tells us of the one who
sowed the seed on the ground, slept night
and day, the seed sprouting and growing, but
he knows not how, we are to know, that
while we are called to do this work of God,
to share the love and compassion of God to
those in need, whose lives are torn apart,
who know heartbreak and despair, we do not
do it alone. The Spirit of God works through
us to take part in creating that garden where
all the birds find a place. 

I often think, as I watch the birds and
butterflies and the other animals in my
garden, or when I see people living with
each other, getting along with each other,
caring for one another, and feel that feeling
deep down within that it is all good, that it is

all going to be alright, that's when I believe I
am getting a glimpse of the grace and
tenderness of our God. A God who loves her
garden, who tends it with compassion and
mercy and gentleness. A God who feels joy
and delights when we live in love with one
another, a God whose heart warms, or who
sheds a tear of joy when we live in harmony
and work side by side for the betterment of
the world. A God who only knows peace
when we know peace. A God whose garden
is big enough for all creation and who makes
a place for us all. Amen. 


