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 I once planted a tree on the side of a mountain in Hokkaido. That was 

about four decades ago. I wonder how great that tree has become—how 

beautiful its bark, how radiant its blossoms in the spring. When I was in 

high school, I applied for jobs at flower shops and arbors, hoping I could 

earn money by spending time with plants.  I was crushed when not a single 

flower shop or nursery hired me. It felt like being cast out of the garden of 

Eden. I grow my own trees now on my concrete porch—I have a spruce, a 

fir, a cypress, a fig, and a lilac. Lilacs are beautiful. My old city had many 

lilac trees and their fragrance would waft down the streets in the spring. 

The first tree I remember climbing was a lilac. My father also loved planting 

trees. He had names for them. I remember two of them—a fir and a spruce

—they were tiny, not much bigger than our cat. Today they soar some five 

or six storeys into the sky along a main street in this city. I drive by them 

sometimes and look at them with a sense of wonder as their blue-green 

needles stretch out into the sky. Nothing paints a picture of life like a 

soaring evergreen tree. In our psalm today, we read: “Happy are those who 

do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that sinners tread, 

or sit in the seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law of the Lord, and 



on his law they meditate day and night. They are like trees planted by 

streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do 

not wither. In all that they do, they prosper” (Psalm 1:1-3).  

 In Revelation, we read of a tree of life that grows in the New 

Jerusalem, where God will dwell with humanity forever: “Then the angel 

showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the 

throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. 

On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, 

producing its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing 

of the nations. Nothing accursed will be found there any more. But the 

throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship 

him; they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. And 

there will be no more night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord 

God will be their light, and they will reign for ever and ever” (Revelation 

22:1-5). They will reign for ever and ever. This is a vision of the completion 

or fulfillment of the kingdom of heaven. And instead of the two trees of 

Eden, we just have one tree, the one tree of life “with its twelve kinds of 

fruit” and leaves that are for the healing of the nations. It seems odd that in 

heaven, or at least in the heavenly city on earth—depending on your 

interpretation—there are leaves for the healing of the nations. One would 



expect that no such things would be needed in the final kingdom of heaven. 

One would expect that we would already be healed. And indeed, the book of 

Revelation itself seems to indicate as much: “‘See, the home of God is 

among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God 

himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will 

be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first 

things have passed away.’” (Revelation 21:3-4). My logic is going to sound 

questionable for a moment, but bear with me. It would seem to me that 

whatever is healing in a place where no healing is necessary was also 

healing in a place where healing was necessary. It would also seem to me 

that what is considered healing in eternity is due in part to the fact that 

what heals is always eternal, or what is eternal always heals—it has outlived 

time because it is timeless. It is always relevant, from one age to another, no 

matter how much history changes the earth or its inhabitants. One might 

also conclude that what does not heal in eternity is not healing in our time, 

either. 

 And yet, it seems odd that trees are symbols of the eternal, wise and 

healing qualities of the divine life, or God’s presence. It is true that we can 

get medicine from birch and willow bark, from cinchona trees, from various 

other kinds of plants—but nobody today would argue for the eternal 



durability of trees. Most of us have chopped wood and thrown logs into 

campfires or stoves. Most of us have read about deforestation. Most of us 

still use paper. Besides human and animal tragedies, there is perhaps 

nothing sadder than a dead tree. There is nothing sadder than seeing empty 

land that once had trees. Moreover, there is something immobile and 

dependent in trees that makes us question the psalmist’s linking of 

prosperity and thriving to trees. Aristotle would have considered the 

vegetative soul as much more primitive than the animal soul or the rational 

soul. There is a certain limitation in being vegetative. As George Santayana 

once wrote: ““Has anyone considered the philosophy of travel? It might be 

worthwhile. What is life but a form of motion and a journey through a 

foreign world? Moreover locomotion—the privilege of animals—is perhaps 

the key to intelligence. The roots of vegetables (which Aristotle says are 

their mouths) attach them fatally to the ground, and they are condemned 

like leeches to suck up whatever sustenance may flow to them at the 

particular spot where they happen to be stuck. Close by, perhaps, there may 

be a rich soil or a more sheltered and sunnier nook; but they cannot 

migrate, nor have they even eyes or imagination by which to picture the 

enviable neighbouring lot of which chance has deprived them…For 

individual plants it is a question of living where they are or not living at all.” 



(George Santayana, “The Philosophy of Travel”). Ironically, it perhaps the 

limitations of trees that empower us. I believe it is that very immobility and 

dependence that God is trying to teach us. As Jesus said: “‘I am the true 

vine, and my Father is the vine-grower. He removes every branch in me 

that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear 

more fruit. You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken 

to you. Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit 

by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. 

I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them 

bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:1-5). 

Apart from Christ, we can do nothing. But it is our dependence on Him, our 

abiding in Him, our refusal to move from Him, our inability to move away 

from Him, that helps us to produce fruit. I like the wording of the 

Contemporary English Version for Colossians 2:7: “Plant your roots in 

Christ and let him be the foundation for your life. Be strong in your faith, 

just as you were taught. And be grateful.” Be like the tree, deeply rooted, 

drawing your sustenance from that which is outside of yourself—the light of 

the world and the living waters of Christ—bringing that light and water into 

yourself. This is the beginning of producing leaves and fruit. And, as 

modern science teaches us, there is actually something fitting in a tree as a 



model for what stands the test of time. A recent article in Live Science says: 

“Ancient trees, the venerable sentinels of forests, may preserve genetic 

diversity that helps woodlands thrive for thousands of years, a new study 

suggests. In a typical deciduous forest, the oldest of the old trees — many of 

which were standing during the First Crusade — can act almost like time-

travelers, representing the forest as it stood centuries before most of the 

trees around it were saplings. These ancient trees may have taken root in 

very different environmental circumstances as most other trees in the 

forest, meaning their offspring may have advantages should the 

environment change again” (Stephanie Pappas, “Ancient trees form 

bloodlines that bolster forests for a thousand years”, Live Science, February 

8th, 2022).  

 And thus it is the timeless leaves of our heavenly tree are for the 

healing of the nations. Healing is a subject we often speak of recently. There 

is much healing to be done among the nations—socially, politically, 

economically, medically, and most importantly, spiritually. Our world is 

weathering a multifaceted storm of great magnitude, a magnitude we barely 

even understand. What we can understand by faith is that the things that 

are healing in the final kingdom of heaven are the things that can heal us 

now, just as ancient trees are needed for the forests of tomorrow. That is 



what I believe our scriptures are telling us. And what are these things? 

What are these leaves and twelve fruits? They are the beatitudes, the virtues 

and graces taught and lived in the words of the Messiah, the Saviour of the 

world. In our gospel passage today, he says: “Blessed are you who are poor, 

for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry now, for 

you will be filled. Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. Blessed 

are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, and 

defame you on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice on that day and leap for 

joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven; for that is what their 

ancestors did to the prophets… Love your enemies, do good to those who 

hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. If 

anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who 

takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who 

begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them 

again. Do to others as you would have them do to you” (Luke 6:20-30). It is 

not theoretical. It is not abstract. It is not even intellectual. It is the work of 

the heart that has fallen in love with the God who loved us first. It is the 

outgrowth of a heart nourished by the living waters and the light of the 

world. It is the organic life of those who become the branches of the Vine. 

You do not need any money, plans, programs or theories to do these things, 



and there is no human or natural force or institution or government that 

can really stop you from becoming beatified, unless you wish it. It is the free 

gift of God. These beatitudes—these are the leaves and fruits that are 

timeless. They are the signs without time, the signs of real life.  

 In one of his strangest miracles, Jesus had to repeat a healing. It 

seemed as if he made a mistake the first time. In the gospel of Mark, we 

read: “They came to Bethsaida. Some people brought a blind man to him 

and begged him to touch him. He took the blind man by the hand and led 

him out of the village; and when he had put saliva on his eyes and laid his 

hands on him, he asked him, ‘Can you see anything?’ And the man looked 

up and said, ‘I can see people, but they look like trees, walking.’ Then Jesus 

laid his hands on his eyes again; and he looked intently and his sight was 

restored, and he saw everything clearly” (Mark 8:22-25). Quite a number of 

interpretations might be possible for this story—the miracle is practically a 

parable for us to ponder in our hearts. But from my youth, that verse has 

left a deep impression on me: “And he looked up, and said, I see men as 

trees, walking.” Could it be that, before the man regained his physical sight, 

Jesus wanted him to have spiritual sight? To see human beings as creations 

of God, like trees, who need to grow and thrive, who need to be rooted in 

Christ, just as the blind man needed to grow and thrive and be rooted in 



Christ? Could it be that when we plant ourselves in Christ wholly and 

completely in utter dependence, that we ourselves become the tree of life 

that brings healing to the nations? I believe the good news heals. I believe it 

heals more than anything else you can offer. I believe that we are called to 

be timeless trees producing our fruits and leaves in season to heal others as 

we have been healed. And I believe that our seeming immobility and utter 

dependence, like olive trees planted by the streams, is indeed what brings 

happiness and peace: “Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the 

wicked, or take the path that sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers; but 

their delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law they meditate day and 

night. They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit 

in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they 

prosper.” Amen, Lord Jesus. In Christ, may we become the timeless tree of 

life, on earth as it is in heaven. 


