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The angel then showed me the river of life-giving water, clear as crystal, which issued from the throne of God and the Lamb and flowed down the middle of the street.  On either side of the river grew the trees of life, which produce fruit twelve times a year, once each month.  Their leaves serve as medicine to heal the nations; there will no longer be any curse.  
The throne of the Almighty and of the Lamb will be there, and God’s subjects will serve faithfully.  They will see the Most High face to face and bear God’s name on their forehead.  Night will be no more.  And they will need no light from the lamps or sun, for our God will give them light and they will reign forever.  
That’s from Revelation.  We’re probably one of the few Presbyterian churches that will be reading from the Bhagavad- Gita today (Hindu scripture) but what this does for you, this gift, is to realize that this truth has been heard all over the world.  You can be a lot more confident in a God who speaks to everybody than a God who’s only supposed to speak to us.
Recognize that when it says the supreme self that’s a very similar symbol as when Jesus says the “I am” sayings, “I am this or that”.  It’s someone speaking not as an ego, not as a separate person, but as life, as the tree of life.  

The Supreme Self said, “Anyone who knows that the tree of life is said to be an imperishable fig tree that has its root upwards its branches downwards, that of which the leaves are the scriptures, knows the scriptures.  Extending downward and upward, its branches by the modes of nature downward develop twigs as the sense objects and to the extending roots upwards the karma [the consequences] that bind one to the human world.  The form of this tree, which is without beginning or end, cannot be perceived in this world nor can one see how it is maintained; this strongly rooted fig tree must be cut down by the weapon of detachment.  After doing so, one has to find out about that place for which one is going and from which there is no return.  And then surrender to the Supreme Self, the primordial original person from whom everything extended since time in memorial.  
Hopefully I’ll explain a little of that.  We come to the close of the series on Genesis, and my hope is, however much this made sense or did not make sense, that you receive the gift of realizing that scripture’s poetry, and that it is much more valuable than if it were history.  
After doing this job for a long, long time, I realized that many people have trouble reading scripture; actually don’t find it very interesting.  One of the problems is it’s a very big book and it is hard to struggle through it, but it’s different when you realize the subject is your own life.  No wonder you have trouble picking it up if you’ve been taught that it’s about people who have been dead for two thousand years, and the reason you’re supposed to believe it is so you don’t go to hell.  It’s pretty good motivation, but it’s not going to take you very far on the road to compassion.  People sometimes ask me how do I come up with this stuff, and obviously, I don’t come up with stuff.  What I’m teaching is called the “perennial philosophy,” the Perennial Religion, and that’s the truth that has been taught all over the world.  To me the best way to understand what Jesus is saying is to take up what Buddha said.  Now it doesn’t help if you haven’t read what Jesus said, so you want to do that too.  Read your own scriptures, and then take up scriptures from around the world.  Not people explaining the scriptures, but to take up a book like the Bhagavad- Gita, to take up a book like the Dhammapada of Buddha.  That sounds very foreboding, but the translations can be very simple and very beautiful.  And if you’ll take up that spirit you had when you were a child, understanding that you’ll pick up about every fifth word the first time and the second time you pick up more and more, what will happen is you’ll start picking up patterns of the great spiritual masters from around the world and you’ll start realizing what is important and what isn’t.  And what you will realize over time is that most people worship their own culture.  They think they are worshiping God, but the reason why Christians, generation after generation, go to war is because they’re not really worshiping the source of life.  They’re worshiping the Christ of America or the Christ of England, and that doesn’t go deep enough to bring harmony to the world. 
So today we’re going to look at an ancient symbol, the tree of life.  And we’re going to see this symbol of the fig tree as a tree of life that occurs all over the world.  And when we look at the different examples, our example becomes a lot clearer.  I’m making an assumption that the tree of life is a fig tree in the Garden of Eden story.  My clue is…sorry, no apples, that’s the American version…when Adam and Eve had fallen, what did they make their clothes out of?  Fig leaves.  One of the things that happens in this type of literature is you don’t waste a lot of details.  Everything weaves in to teach with.  Have you every seen those tree graphs showing different species as it goes out?  You have living things that break off into vegetables and animals, primates and things.  That’s one understanding of the tree of life; that all of us are a part of that, there’s something more basic than we are, and it’s invisible to us, but see the fruits of it.  Around the world, that’s one of the meanings of the tree of life.  If we understand that, we have a very different relationship to the earth, to the other animals, and to the other people on the planet.  If I recognize you as a part of my family, I’m going to treat you very different.  Can you image what this world would have been like for the last two thousand years if Christians really saw each other and other people outside the church as their family?  We would never treat people the way we have.  
When I was a kid I had something very strange happen.  A gorilla was born on my birthday, not the year, but the date.  The gorilla, in part was delivered by my pediatrician, which I guess should make me nervous [laughter], and they called the gorilla Jimmy [laughter].  Are you getting the Mr. Monkey link now?  [laughter].  I was so excited to go see Jimmy; I asked every day to go see this gorilla.  When I went there, I was very surprised.  Gorillas are very intelligent beings and he was sitting there slumped in a corner, depressed.  This great, magnificent animal in a steel cage, concrete below him, bars around him, and what every primate hates: people staring, with no place to hide.  And whenever I’ve said this, people groan.  I talk about looking in his face and seeing a relative.  Now people laugh at that, but we are primates, not just relatives of primates, we are primates.  And if we forget that and think we are outside of nature, we’ll do some very bad things to nature.  But when I looked in those eyes, it changed me because I saw a cousin.  Now the bad news was when I went home and they told me to eat meat, I looked at the plate and saw a wounded animal, so that’s the bad side of it.  But even if you don’t want to go that far, do you realize what a difference it would make to our world if when we watch the news we saw our family members?  And not think just because somebody was born on a different side of a border that they were fair game?  See, if I saw the people that worked in the sweat shops of Micronesia as my brother or my sister, I would never let our corporations continue to enslave them without challenging it in some way, shape, or form.  I would never let a war happen without crying out if I knew that was my family on both sides; that every war is a civil war if you realize that you have family on both sides of it.  
The story of Genesis is not trying shame you or say you are a sinner or that you are born a sinner; the church has said that, but that’s not really what scripture is saying.  It’s saying the human situation is that we’re born out of balance with nature.  Because we’re born in society, that’s not a bad thing, but we’re born out of step with the life within us and we have to find our way back again.  That’s what the symbols are for.  We don’t need a history lesson.  Our problem is we need to find our way back to our home and we need symbols that correct the misperceptions that we have.  So that’s what these stories are doing, and the story of the fig tree, which is the world tree, the tree of life, is all over the world.  The three ways that people deal with this situation, one--In many of the legends, you cut down the tree.  The tree is seen as the tree of illusion; that you’re going further out on the limbs, you eat from the fruit of the limbs of the tree and you lose the branches.  In the Hindu version, I don’t know if you noticed it or not, but the tree is upside down.  Again, because we’re born seeing the world askew, the symbols tilt us a bit.  We need to flip and invert how we see the world.  Have you ever stood on one of those big metal circles that spin around (on a playground)? Remember if you stand in the middle of it you can stand up, but if you get on the edges you’re thrown off?  That’s part of what this symbol means; that as you get out to the branches, away from the roots, into what you like and what you don’t like, the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil, life throws you off, throws you off balance if you’ve forgotten your roots.  So in a sense the symbol is a call to the center, to your roots.  Not to say don’t enjoy life, not to have sensual experiences, but to remember that your joy, happiness and bliss comes from something deeper, something invisible in many ways.  The tree of life, the further you get on it, the symbol is that it becomes more and more a matter of illusions; it’s not that things aren’t real, but that we project on them.  We think something’s going to make us happy, we think that something is permanent.  How many times in your own life has your heart been ripped out of your chest because you thought somebody would be permanent in your life and they weren’t?  That’s not saying not to love and care and open your heart, it’s saying to realize what the human situation is.  Not so much that you don’t fall on your face, but so that you find your way back home at the end of that.  To realize that that person that you loved and lost was the window to something that’s still here.  As we said in Sunday school class, what it’s saying is the flower is ephemeral, the flowering eternal.  The flower’s passing, but what it’s expressing is eternal beauty.  If we can remember that, then we can share in the joy of the moment and yet find our way back when we need to do that.  Very, very difficult to do.  In Taoism in China, they say when you look at the world with desire, you see the ten thousand things, when you look at the world without desire, you see the one.  You see the principles that hold it together.  The wonderful thing about Christianity, what Jesus was teaching, is it does both.  It gives you the still point of detachment but it allows you to go out and love and have joy.  But realize that one of the symbols is to cut off that which pulls you from your center.  You know the story of Jesus withering the fig tree?  That’s what this is about.  The fig tree represents that illusion and Jesus is killing the illusion in the symbol system.  So one of the ways is to cut off anything that you would choose over life; any object any relationship that would pull you away from life.  The wonderful thing is every relationship can take you deeper into life if you understand what it is.  So the first step is learning to cut off. 

The second step is inverting it.  That’s the tree being upside down.  And that’s the symbol transformation where you take things that happen to you and you don’t deny them, but you put them in a spiritual context.  You put them in a larger context.  Kafka said that the problem with the fall is not that we ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the problem of Eden is that we didn’t eat from the tree of life.  How many times do we fall into our judgment and knowledge about life and chose that over life?  The symbols call us back to our life.  You have the Bible in one hand you have your life in the other hand.  When Jesus says, “my words are seeds” you’ve got to put the seed in the soil.  The seed is not true in itself.  People who memorize Bible verses are pulling themselves up from the soil.  Those verses were meant to be applied and you discover the truth in your life.  Remember the story of Buddha being enlightened; where did he get enlightened?  Under the Bodhi tree.  What’s the fruit of a Bodhi tree?  For this particular topic tree, it’s figs.  The upside down tree is a Banyan, that’s one type of fig tree.  What protected Buddha as he struggled with deception and illusion?  A snake, a cobra.  The same symbols, a tree, a snake, the struggle with illusion.  Another very famous example…if you read the first couple hundreds years of the church, the cross was a symbol of the tree of life, inverted.  A lot of times they don’t talk about a cross, they talk about Jesus being crucified on a tree.  Because what the symbol is supposed to do is pull us back to source of our life; for us to find forgiveness and wholeness.  Not to feel guilty, not to feel like we’re lost, that we’re sinners, but to be called by life itself.  The cross that you’re being asked to pick up is the pain in your life that comes from loving.  You don’t need to go to the Himalayas to find a teacher.  If you will take the pain that you have felt from loving and losing, it will transform you.  It is a cross; it is a crucible.  But if you can hold on to that pain and the love both, something miraculous happens within you.  
So the first way is the way of detachment, a maybe better way is the way of transformation where you put your pain in the context of your love, and the final way is the ultimate way, and it will sound the weirdest of all, is that you become the tree, you become life itself.  When Jesus spoke, he often spoke as life itself.  Jesus did not come to found Christianity.  Thank God.  Jesus did not come to bring another sect into the world.  Jesus came to call you and me to the depth of love and life.  Jesus spoke often as life itself.  Do you remember that phrase, “I am the vine, you are the branches”?  What do you think that is?  The tree of life.  When Jesus says, “eat of me”, “come to me” he isn’t so arrogant as wanting you to kneel at his feet; he’s wanting you to get to the ground of your own being.  “I am the vine, you are the branches.  Cut off from me you can do nothing, but whoever eats of me (participates in me, remember it’s a tree; fruit, the blood is the sap), whoever comes fully into life as I have lived it will never taste death.”  Incredible.
The symbols of scripture are the poems of life.  They’re not history, they’re not science.  They’re what we’re looking for that corrects the misperceptions we have of who we are.  You’re not alone.  You’re not measured by your accomplishments.  You come from the very ground of being itself.  You are an expression of love; you don’t have to question whether you are loved, ever, because you are loved.  You’re a child of love.  How do you return to that when you’ve lost your way, as we all do?  Cut off anything that you would choose over life and love.  Any object, any job, any relationship, anything that would throw you off balance from love.  How relationships can do that if they’re not right.  Choose the way of transformation.  Put the pain that you have in the context of universal love and see what happens.  You don’t even have to do something with it.  It will change and transform and you will be transformed.  And finally, become life.  Give yourself so fully to life that you stop identifying with your job, your biology; the life within you becomes who you are and you will feel yourself sharing the mission that people like Christ gave themselves for.  And you will begin to look at other people’s faces and not see a stranger but see a very close relative, and realize that neither one of you are at the center.  Something else stands at the center, out of which we all come.  To which Christ referred to when he said, “I am the vine”.  Not me “Jesus,” but what I live out of.  “I am the vine, you are the branches, cut off from me you can do nothing, but if you will eat this bread and drink this cup, if you will share this life, you will never taste death.”
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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