
  

 
Sermon for Sunday, November 18, 2018 
 

LUTHER APPLESEED 
Mark 13:1-8 

 
The passage we just read from The Gospel According to Mark is often called “The Little 
Apocalypse.” I never quite understood what’s “little” about the apocalypse, but … oh well. 
Sometimes, the lectionary puts this text at the beginning of Advent season to remind us of the things 
that are fleeting and the things that endure, and that Christ is Pantokrator, the one who rules over all 
things. But not this time. This year we read about all things going to h… in a handbasket on 
Commitment Sunday. “Nothing like putting the fear of God into us to motivate our giving,” I 
thought. And so I started looking for a way out by consulting the Hebrew Scriptures for today. Not 
much luck there, either. 
Yet, the longer I kept working on this passage, the more it kept working on me. And I realized, it 
actually has everything to do with giving, with the way we steward our time, talents, and money. In 
order to see the stewardship connection, we need to back up just a verse or two into the story of the 
widow who throws two coins into the Temple’s collection box. “She, out of her poverty has put in 
everything she had, all she had to live on,” Jesus tells his disciples. He must have been telling them 
this story right as they were about to leave the Temple, because one of the disciples is overwhelmed 
by the sheer size of the place. “Look, Rabbi, what large stones and what large buildings.” For Jesus, 
however, size does not matter. “Do you see these great buildings?” he asked. “Not one stone will be 
left here upon another. All will be thrown down.”  
While this one disciple is probably thinking about the Temple’s next capital campaign and how the 
widow’s offering would not even pay for the lock on the collection box, Jesus’ points him in a 
different direction. In order for the disciples to get out of their frame of reference, Jesus shifts their 
perspective. Literally. He walks them over to the Mount of Olives which is opposite the Temple, to 
take a fresh look. Now, they are really worried. After all, the Temple was not only the center of 
worship, the spiritual hinge upon which their faith turned. It was also the symbol of reconstruction, 
of overcoming exile, and of God’s faithfulness to God’s people. So, the shocked disciples want to 
know how to best prepare for its second destruction. “When is this going to happen, Rabbi? And 
how can we tell?” I would have said, “Well, you’ll see it when everything is going to crumble, don’t 
you think?” But Jesus is a little more patient than I am. 
“Listen to me, and no one else,” he says. “There will be plenty of folks who are going to imitate me, 
and many people will believe they are the real thing. Don’t listen to them. They will tell you the 
time has come because there will be wars, natural disasters, famines, and the like. But it has always 
been like that and always will be. Rather, pay attention to that which is about to be born.” 
I grew up in a place where one came and made the people believe that he, and he alone, could 
fashion a kingdom, a Third Reich which would last for a thousand years. And many, all too many, 
believed him. He gave carte blanche to his favorite architect to build great buildings, hewn from 
great stones, like the temples from of old, so that people would exclaim in wonder and admiration, 
“What large stones, and what large buildings!” Thirty-five years after the apocalypse was all over, I 



 
 

 

stood in the same spot the demagogue stood, looking out into and over a vast area where 
Stormtroopers once gathered to celebrate their murderous intentions which exterminated the lives of 
more than six million innocent people. The large stones and the great buildings had crumbled, the 
vast area was covered with weeds, trash blowing across from all directions. Now, that same field 
hosts Europe’s largest rock festival each year with people from all over the world attending. The 
tragic irony of it all. 
“Don’t pay attention to the hype around you. Pay attention to what is about to be born,” Jesus tells 
his disciples, and us. And what is “that?” What is it that’s about to be born? That’s our stewardship 
question today. We just celebrated 75 years of faithful ministry at Ladue Chapel and we gave and 
still give thanks to God for God’s faithfulness to our foremothers and forefathers who stepped out 
of their frame of reference in precarious times to found this church in this place. They did not see 
nor seek “large stones and large buildings.” Their beginnings were modest—in people’s homes, in a 
school. Their focus was not on structures but on relationships: with God and with one another. 
Ultimately, their purpose was to worship God and loving their neighbors in this city. 
In 1798, John Chapman planted his first apple seed nurseries in Allegheny Valley, PA. From there, 
he traveled west to Ohio, planting apple trees wherever he went. Chapman was memorable, among 
other things, for his eccentric clothing: instead of a shirt, he usually wore a sack with holes for his 
head and arms, and on his feet were worn-out shoes or no shoes at all. True to his nickname, he 
carried a bag of apple seeds. A little like an American John the Baptist, John “Johnny Appleseed” 
Chapman “baptized” the landscape with a new thing to be born along the way. 
I tell this story of Johnny Appleseed because it reminded me of one of my favorite Martin Luther 
quotes: “Even if I knew that tomorrow the world would go to pieces, I would still plant my apple 
tree today.” Luther Appleseed. In a day and time when the world around him fell apart, when the 
old order crumbled and no one was sure what was about to be born, Luther remembered that as a 
follower of Christ he always needed to be ready to give an account for the hope that was in him (1. 
Peter 3:15). Luther remembered that our witness to the Gospel and to our faith in Christ, does not 
begin with large stones and large buildings but with small things, like two coins, yeast or mustard or 
apple seeds. 
So, here we are on Commitment Sunday, our pledges at the ready. They are not pledges to Ladue 
Chapel. They are not pledges for large stones and great buildings. They are, however, the 
foundation for the next 75 years of ministry in this place where we are still faithful to God and God 
is still faithful to us. They are an expression of our steadfast account of the hope that is within each 
and every one of us and to which Christ calls us in a time when the old order once again is shaken 
and about to crumble. They are a celebration of Thanksgiving that we are blessed to be a blessing. 

 
Oh, the Lord is good to me.  

And so I thank the Lord  
For giving me the things I need:  

The sun and the rain and the apple seed;  
The Lord is good to me. 
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