Lessons in Living
Saving Christmas – The Tree of Life
The task of theology is to build a bridge between the sacred as presented in our scriptural traditions, and the world in which people actually live. Rather than war against secular aspects of Christmas, this sermon series will attempt to reclaim the secular elements of Christmas wherever we can without betraying the message religion is intended to proclaim.

-Jim Rigby

A St. Andrew’s Sermon

Delivered by Dr. Jim Rigby

December 21, 2008
Scripture Reading:  Proverbs 3:13-20 (The Inclusive Bible)
The legend is that the Christmas tree developed as a result of Martin Luther walking through a forest and seeing an evergreen tree and looking through it and seeing stars.  And according to the story, that kind of gave birth to putting candles on the tree…as though that wouldn’t set it on fire.  But actually the symbol of the tree of life goes back in every culture, back further than anybody has ever recorded anything.  And whatever inspired the Christmas tree story, it is one of our expressions of a universal image.  
Our particular version of it is very westernized and that makes it a little harder to get the universal image.  I mean, if the tree is a symbol of life itself, then probably cutting it off at the roots and putting it in a metal stand is not the way to get back in touch with the ground of things.  Might be the plastic tree would be closer to the spirit of it.  Whatever version of it that you have, what we are trying to do is get through to the depth that is there in the symbol.  
Now there are two symbols here and both of them are kind of strange for modern ears.  One is the tree of life, which as I say exists in every part of the world.  You can go to small islands in the South Pacific and they have some kind of an idea of a tree that represents everything.  Now it may be a palm, it may be a different kind of tree, or it may be a bush, but they see one part of life as inspiring us to realize all of it.  And the other character that is in this text that you will not see because it is not translated in English is the word for Wisdom, is Sophia.  In this text if you are reading it in Greek it would say “She is a way of life”, that this was an embodied character symbolizing wisdom.  That’s the spirit that the god’s were created in other cultures.  

They were no more primitive than we are, which isn’t saying a whole lot, but they’re symbols of the life process and going deeper into the life process.  And there in our text is Dame Wisdom, Sophia.  The word philosophy comes from this love of wisdom, but it is a different kind of wisdom.  It is not like reason or logic alone, it’s an embodied reason or logic; it is compassion.  Medicine would come close to that in that it is both scientific, but it’s compassionate.  It’s a knowledge that is still unified with life; a memory that we are living beings.  
Now what’s interesting is that the guys who translate the bible, the guys who run the dominate church, this dominate empire that we call the Church…and I say that in all respect (laughter)…have been very consistent is translating the word God as “He” because that word in Greek and Hebrew is masculine.  But when it comes to a word like this, the word for wisdom, which is clearly feminine, they throw a hissy fit if anybody translates it in the feminine.  I don’t know if anybody heard about the re-imagining conferences that were had.  The Presbyterian and Methodist had different versions of this and they celebrated Sophia.  They translated it literally as She.  You want to talk about a tantrum?  There were men all over the country saying this is goddess worship.  See, it is not primitive or Pagan to translate Theos as He, but it is Paganism to translate Sophia as She.  Does that seem like a consistent ethic thought out and applied equally?  I don’t think so.  
What is being talked about here poetically is to humanize principles that go so deep we can’t really think about them with our ordinary minds.  So we need a kind of poetry that weds us.  And what it is saying is that from the beginning of time there was an intelligence that wove everything together and throughout the Proverbs you will see Sophia playing that role.  In the New Testament Jesus says that of himself, but he is speaking about Sophia.  The “I Am” sayings of Jesus, if you will check them out and search for their roots, are talking about wisdom. So when he says I am the way, I am the path, come to me, you can only do this through me, he is talking about something deeper than just a person.  Jesus was not calling anyone to become a Christian.  Now I am not against being Christian, I consider myself one.  But Jesus spoke before the Church existed so he could not have been calling people to the institutional church, he couldn’t have because it didn’t exist.  He was calling us to life.  And as I have said so many times, I don’t think the world is one bit better by having an extra Christian added, but it is much, much different when it adds a Christ-like person.  In other words, somebody who follows compassion, who follows not the theology of the Church, but the teachings of Jesus, that is what I believe will save the world.  And I think that if you are from Asia you can do that with Buddha.  I think Buddha and Jesus were talking about that same Tree of Life, calling us to the common ground that unites all of life.  Sorry, but nobody has a copyright on the Tree of Life.  
Now what these wisdom people realize is that there are patterns that re-emerge all through life and all through nature.  A crack in a rock makes the same pattern as a river when you look at it from far away.  The crack on your windshield looks like a river, it also looks like lightning, it also looks like a tree.  That there are patterns that occur and reoccur that are not logical but they’re embedded in reality itself.  Our passage today is saying blessed are you if you tune yourself to that, not to an interpretation of life, but to the patterns of life themselves.  

Here are three obscure quotes that I hope will make clearer the fourth most obscure quote (laughter).  This first one is from Buckminster Fuller, “Ninety-nine percent of who you are is invisible and untouchable.”  Very much of whom you are is not something that you can touch, taste, or feel.  Here is another one, even stranger, also from Buckminster Fuller. “There are no solids.  There are no things.  There are only interfering and non-interfering patterns operative in pure principle and principles are eternal.”  Richard Feynman, “Nature uses only the longest threads to weave her patterns so that each small piece of her fabric reveals the organization of the entire tapestry.”  I will read that one more time. “Nature uses only the longest threads to weave her patterns so that each small piece of her fabric reveals the organization of the entire tapestry.”  That’s what the passages are talking about.  But here is the quote that I was building up to which is from Seneca.  “The way is long if one follows words, but short if one follows patterns.”  In other words, our theories about life can be the very thing that delays us from ever coming into life.  Our religions can be the very things that help us escape intimacy, ambiguity, and the pain of being truly alive.  Jesus calls us to the pain of being truly alive and the joy of being truly alive.  You can’t separate those two.  

So, in the stories of the Tree of Life there is always an ambiguity there of good and evil or dry and wet.  Go all over the world and they will have a lot of times two birds that are opposites in that tree to tell us and to remind us that life itself does not fit in human systems.  It has a basic ambiguity that embraces everything we can comprehend and goes beyond any of it.  In our story it is the fruit of good and evil.  But as I say, if you go around the world that is just one of the opposites that is possible, that all polarity is embraced in life.  But the point is not to come up with a theory about it; it’s to realize that we have fallen out of that.  You wouldn’t need religion, you wouldn’t need the church, you wouldn’t need theology if somehow we were not out of cadence with the ground of our own being.  Religion is a kind of necessary evil to correct the mistaken sense that we are separate from one another - that mistaken idea I have that I am an orphan looking out at the world that passes me by.  I can recognize it in myself or I can recognize it in another.  But when I am indifferent to any life form I cut off my own roots.  When I hate any person, when I judge any person, when I label another person, I am cutting myself off from my own roots.  I don’t feel it at the time because I have become numb.  And unfortunately to live we have to eat something that was alive.  But do I stop feeling?  I believe that the insensitivities that we have toward each other as human beings begin with shutting off to the pain we inflict on other animals.  I think it develops and grows.  To numb to that takes us away from who we are.  Or when we say, what is the use of it?  What is the use of a life form?  What I am trying to say is…and I am dancing around the bush, is that this text calls to a depth of humanity that calls us into life and out of oppressive systems.  
At Christmas, Herod hunts down and kills the children because that is what an empire has to do - to hold on to old forms of life it has to hunt down and destroy.  Now that is real easy to see about something that happened two thousand years ago.  Are we strong enough and brave enough to look at the economic system within which we live and recognize what that means for children outside the empire?  Even if you can’t do anything about it, to feel it, and to recognize that you and I are slaves within that system as much as the Israelites were slaves in Egypt.  
As long as we pretend that we are free because we vote, when we don’t get to choose between the people we want.  Now you may be happy with the latest version, but we are still getting information on how much deconstruction is going to happen on the source of the misery.  As long as we choose property rights over human rights…I am not saying property rights are bad, but as long as we choose property rights over human rights we cannot get to the happiness we seek.  Now do you understand the revolutionary nature of what I just said?  We want to balance everything we can but you will be forced to make decisions between property rights and human rights and the decision that you make will ripple out everywhere.  Now unfortunately you don’t get a pure choice, you won’t get to go to a lever and say I choose humanity.  It will always be blurry, and you will have to trust your own human heart.  But can you hear the call of life and the tree of life and the roots of life?  
According to Solomon, who is said to have written this, wisdom is greater than any jewel or silver or gold.  Now that is really helpful because we don’t believe that.  We were taught that worth comes from what we have and as long as we believe that we serve the empire and not humankind.  As long as we believe we don’t have money to build homes for people, but we have enough money to build prisons for them.  See, that is crazy.  You build the same building and leave the bars off, you have a home.  As long as we think we don’t have money for alternative fuel sources, but we do have money for war that wastes more fuel then we would spend in who knows how long.  As long as we believe that the central motivator of an economy is money and not the happiness of the whole.  As long as we think people can’t be inspired by compassion for everyone, that you need unbridled economic rewards for CEO’s because the only thing that will motivate somebody is money.  See, the bad news is that if that is true, then the person is a sociopath. Right?  If they are not motivated by helping civilization and other human beings and living forms they are a sociopath and we live in a system that sociopaths succeed more than human beings do, which is the source of our problems.  

So Christmas calls us out.  Now we can’t leave anymore than the Israelites could leave. I am not suggesting that you live in a dumpster because that is not going to help anybody.  But can you hear the call to begin to dismantle the source of your own slavery and the source of other people’s miseries.  It may be a hundred years before the effects of your choice will become visible.  This is not a story for one lifetime.  Jesus was born under empire, was crushed by empire and if you want to stop the story there was a wasted life.  But the next generation that took up the torch and the generation after that, have been a call to humanity.  I am suggesting that the text calls us to make that same offering.  
Now it is possible that Luther looked through evergreens and saw the stars and that was the source of the Christmas tree.  I think it is also possible that we see in the Christmas tree a reminder of the depths of our own life.  And that the same pattern that occurs in a river and a tree and a crack in a windshield, that pattern reoccurs throughout nature and happiness is tuning your self to those patterns.  The way is long for those who follow words; the way is short for those who follow patterns.  Happy are those who embrace wisdom for it is a tree of life.
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Transcription Project.
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