February 5, 2017


“The Tree of Life”
Today is part II in our sermon series on Green Discipleship.  The biblical authors extensively used natural images to convey deeper spiritual lessons.  This is an interesting point.  They saw the natural order as a portal for learning more of God, not as a resource for material exploitation.  As Roman’s 1.20 puts it, “Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made”.   One of the most compelling biblical images in the natural order is that of the Tree of Life which appears and reappears in various guises.   The focus for this morning will be tracing the image through scripture and through art.

Slide 1:   Tree of Life & Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil

In the garden we have both the fruit of life and the fruit of knowledge.  One Jewish midrash on the inter-relationship of the two trees goes something like this:  “In Paradise stand the tree of life and the tree of knowledge, the latter forming a hedge around the former. Only he who has cleared a path for himself through the tree of knowledge can come close to the tree of life.”
   In this understanding to claim the fruit of life will mean having learned to metabolised the fruit of knowledge.  Knowledge can be used to foster life or cause death.  Knowledge, faithfully applied, fosters love and life eternal.
· On this first Sunday post-Mosque massacre I am mindful that the two trees in our Garden story—the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge—are connected but distinct.  Whether with drone airplanes or automated machine guns or poison gas, we know how to kill and kill efficiently.   In our biblical story the fruit of this knowledge does not lead to the Tree of Life.  The fruit of the Tree of Life comes from walking a different path.  The biblical story, and the spiritual maps which pre-date the bible, give us sign posts to navigate this journey.
· The Tree of Life, in particular, has roots in other religious traditions which predate the Bible.
Slides 2:  Mesopotamia
· The Gilgamesh Epic, an ancient history, coming out of Mesopotamia references a Tree of Life.  And this is not the only appearance of a Tree of Life within the Ancient Near East.
  In these depictions we see a woman, a serpent, and a tree of life represented as a date palm.  Similar images to our Genesis story, but slightly different.
Slide 3:  Egypt

· Egypt, too, had a tree of life in its religious traditions.  Its Tree of Life appears as a sycamore tree.
THESE IMAGES POINT TO THE REALITY THAT GOD HAS SOUGHT TO MAKE THE FRUIT OF LIFE AVAILABLE TO ALL PEOPLES PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE


Slide 4:  
· The Jewish story has human kind exiled from the Garden in which the Tree of Life grows.  This, though, is not the end of the story of God seeking life for her people.
· Things are not as they should be, but there is a return

Slide 5:  Divine Nostalgia is implanted in us as the memory of God.  
· The Good News of the Old Testament is that the expulsion from the garden is not the end of the story but the beginning.  Expulsion from the garden, people mis-managing the fruit of knowledge, begins a long saga of God’s wooing of humankind through grace and love.

· Returning to the Tree of Life situated in the sacred center is the underlying narrative which fills our biblical texts.  Not content to let us flounder in our losses and lostness, God brings the Tree of Life to we humans living outside the Garden.  God is ever seeking and receiving us home.
Slides 6, 7, 8:  Proverbs and the Tree of Life

· Proverbs equates the Tree of Life with Wisdom

· Slide 6 Jewish Theologians closely equate the Torah with the Tree of Life (wisdom)

· The Torah, we remember, has much to do with living in right relationship with God and neighbour.  The Torah is a gift to help God’s people live well so that they might have life eternal.

· Slide 7 Creation, itself, is a form of wisdom which points us to the sacred centre and the Tree of Life.  In slides 7 & 8 Lady Wisdom is portrayed as a tree—the Tree of Life—delighting in the created order.
· Wisdom was at the beginning with God.  Creation teaches us about eternal things:  the cycles of life & death, the importance of diversity, the inter-connectedness essential for survival

· Slide 8:  this is just a wonderful depiction of the various Tree of Life themes in Proverbs

Slide 9:  Song of Songs

· The Song of Songs brings back the date Palm in describing the life we have from God.  This passage also includes reference to vines, which becomes a metaphor Jesus uses in John’s gospel.  Let us stay with Song of Songs for a bit.
· Palm trees, clusters on vines, fruit, even good fermented fruit, lots of fruit bearing trees--- how do these passages draw us more deeply into relationship with Christ?  How do they help us live well?
· They are the sweetness of life--  refined sugars were relatively unknown

· Abundance

Slide 10:  Ezekiel
· Slide 10:  Ezekiel links the Temple with the Tree of Life, which has many palm trees carved into moulding.  In Ezekiel’s vision there is a river flowing from the temple which bring life to everything it touches.  Ironically, even the dead sea teems with life as the waters from the Temple flow out.  And trees.  So many trees all bearing fruit and whose leaves are for healing.  It is almost as if the Garden of Eden has been replicated.
· These pictorial and verbal images underscore that worship rightly practiced in the Temple will lead to healing for the nations; it will lead to trees producing fruit in all seasons; it will lead to abundant acts of mercy.   And this transitions us to the New Testament.
Slides 11 &12:  We move now to the New Testament which works with these various Tree of Life images found in the Old Testament and earlier religious traditions.  This painting has a lot going on.  Alan, can you walk us through it.
Jesus comes to be identified with a number of life giving trees

· Slide 13:  Thou tree Vine    John 15:1-5

· Slide 14:  Jesus as the Tree of Life

· Slide 15:  Jesus as the Tree of Restoration.  The cross, too, is a tree of life.
John’s Revelation also picks up on the Tree of Life.  It draws heavily upon imagery found both in Ezekiel as well as Genesis.  
· Slide 16:  notice the similarity in language between Ezekiel 47......

· Slide 17:  and Revelation 22
· One difference is very dramatic, though.  In John’s revelation it is the water flows from the throne of the Lamb, Jesus, who is at the centre of this beautiful scene.  Jesus is the centre from which healing flows.  Jesus is the Tree of Life who gives life to the other healing trees and a healing river.

· Slide 18:  And in Revelation we have the banishment reversed.  Those who follow after Jesus, even unto death, gain re-admittance to the place (city or garden) where the Tree of Life grows.

Slide 19:

The Tree of Life has been made available to us.   Given this scriptural and pictorial overview of the Tree of Life what might some discipleship angles be?
·  “Our relationship with trees does indeed say much about our relationship with the world – and Jewish literature confirms this. In Deuteronomy 20:19, Torah tells us that when besieging a city, one can eat of the fruit of trees, but the armies cannot cut them down. The destruction of trees represents the destruction of an existence far beyond ours; which can have devastating consequences. Midrash Kohelet Rabbah tells this story. After God created Adam and Eve, God took them around the Garden of Eden showing them all of the trees. God then said to them, “Behold My works, how beautiful and commendable they are! All that I have created, I did for your sake. Pay heed that you do not corrupt and destroy My universe, for if you destroy it, there will be no one to repair it after you.”   Trees are sustainers of life.  If we destroy them, we choke off life.

· Life eternal is linked with coming to terms with the knowledge of Good and Evil.
· Perhaps as we come to meditate upon the Trees of Life—Jesus, the Scriptures, creation—we will live more charitably.  Perhaps our contemplation on these Trees of Life will enable us to accept ourselves more graciously, extend compassion more generously, live on this amazing gift of a planet more lightly.  Perhaps this is the knowledge, the wisdom, which will permit us access to the Tree of Life placed in our sacred centre.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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