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Jesus & Trees: A Timber History of Christ 
 

As we continue with our summer study here today on the theme of the 
“Trees of the Bible,” we’re now in the 5th week out of this 6 week series, and 
so we’re getting close to the end here, which might be a bit sad if you love 
trees and could happily spend a year or a lifetime drawing wisdom from 
trees, but for some might be good news if you’ve just had a bit too much 
talk of trees here recently, and if you’re getting tired of singing tree-
themed hymns and reading tree-themed liturgy.  

For a quick recap of where we’ve been with this study—we began at the 
beginning of the Bible with Genesis, thinking about the Tree of Life and the 
Tree of Knowledge, and there we pondered how the second creation myth 
in Genesis talks about God creating humans and trees in the same moment, 
and about how God gave us special instructions when it came to trees—
namely that God made them first to be a source of beauty and delight, and 
only secondarily were they made to be useful to us, and so when Adam and 
Eve ate from the Tree of Knowledge, one way of interpreting why that was 
such a fateful error, was that it showed that if the only way we know how 
to relate to trees or to the rest of creation is through using and consuming 
for our own purposes, that if we don’t also learn to relate to things through 
delight and wonder, then we’ve made a misstep, or a mistake, in terms of 
how God planted us to live here on this beautiful garden Earth.  

After that we spent a week with oak trees, and specifically the Oaks of 
Mamre or the Oaks of Abraham, the giant shade trees in the desert that 
Abraham and Sarah camped under, and once famously offered 
extravagant hospitality to strangers under, and we pondered how adept 
trees are at offering hospitality, offering life and shelter to so many 
hundreds of different species, and so we thought about what we might 
learn from thinking about trees as gurus or zen masters of hospitality.  

After the oaks, we spent a week with some of the more poetic references to 
trees in the bible, especially Isaiah 55 that imagines the “trees of the field 
clapping their hands” in praise of God as an image of what true and natural 
worship looks like.  

And finally last week, we gathered for out annual summer outdoor worship 
under the shade of the tall sugar maples a couple of doors south of here, 
and we studied the story of the prophet Elijah, and about how once found 



healing and strength when he slept in the desert under the shade of the 
broom tree.  

You know, it has been a fun challenge, but also a difficult one limiting this 
series to only 6 weeks. I didn’t quite realize this before this series, but trees 
and references to trees show up again and again in the Bible. One piece of 
little Bible study trivia that I’ve learned is that the Bible contains more 
references to trees than to any other type of living organism except 
humans. There are well over 500 of them, and so again limiting it to 6 
specific references has been challenging, and it’s presented a unique 
challenge for our topic for today, which is that we’ll be spending today 
thinking a bit about Jesus and trees—about what role trees might have 
played in shaping his life and his teachings.  

At first I imagine this idea of trying to think about Jesus and his 
relationship with trees might seem like a pretty strange way to go about 
thinking about Jesus, or at least a pretty strange way for a preacher to try 
to preach about Jesus, which I’ll admit is the first thought I had this week, 
but I think the more you think about it, the more we think about the whole 
life-story of Jesus, there does seem to be a curious and close relationship 
between Christ and trees.  

Simon Shama, a history scholar from Harvard, has written the most 
interesting essay on this subject titled “The Verdant Cross” in which he 
describes what he calls “the timber history of Christ,” pointing out how 
Jesus was born in a wooden stable, to his mother Mary who was married to 
Joseph, a carpenter by trade, a profession that Jesus himself was also 
trained in, until he set out on his own life path, one that included teachings 
and parables about fig trees and mustard seeds growing into trees, and one 
that included time spent alone in prayer in wooded settings, like the 
ancient olive groves in the Garden of Gethsemane, and about how Jesus’s 
famous last days included riding a donkey over a path that was strewn 
with the leaves and branches of palm trees, before he was arrested and 
crowned with a  crown of thorns and crucified on a wooden cross. So “the 
timber history of Christ,” an interesting perspective I think to think again 
about the life and teachings of Jesus. 

And so for our time today I’d like to highlight and ponder a bit with you 
three aspects of this notion of a timber history of Christ.  

*** 

I. The first is that early background to Jesus’s life, growing up in a 
household where his father was a carpenter, or a craftsman, as perhaps a 
better translation of the Greek term would mean, but regardless of 



whether it was carpenter or craftsman, it’s almost certain that Jesus 
would have observed his father working with wood—making and repairing 
tables and chairs, for example, or polishing the beautiful grain of olive 
wood, or smelling the fragrant sawdust and pine pitch.  

There’s an interesting legend in one of the non-canonical Gospels from the 
2nd-century that tells a story of a young Jesus helping his dad Joseph out 
in his carpentry shop. According to this legend, Joseph was best at making 
ploughs and yokes for the farmers. One day though a rich man in town 
asked for a royal bed to be made out of some prized oak. When he was 
putting the bed together, Joseph discovered that he had cut one of the long 
beams much too short, and he was afraid the whole project would be ruined. 
The young child Jesus helped him out by simply grabbing hold of the short 
board of oak, and stretching it out to match perfectly the length of the 
other boards. The story ends, “And his father Joseph saw the new wood 
and marveled: he embraced the young child and kissed him, saying: Happy 
am I that God hath given me this young child.”  

On a more symbolic or theological note, throughout history much has been 
made of this carpenter connection, particularly with the theological idea 
that Christ represents something like a second Adam, or a new creation. 
The idea here is that being a carpenter, creating new things out of hard 
materials, is in a sense how God created the world to begin with, and so the 
line of reasoning goes, as in these words from the theologian Erasmus, “By 
a Carpenter mankind was made, and by a carpenter mankind was remade.” 
And so there’s a way we can think about Jesus as the new carpenter, one 
who’s life and teachings can remake and reshape us through polishing the 
grain of our human nature at its best so that its beautiful pattern can shine 
again.  

*** 

II. For a second aspect of this “timber history of Christ” we can look at the 
specific content of some of Jesus’s teachings and parables, and about how 
he would so often draw on trees and tree imagery to teach basic lessons 
about life and about God. And I’d just like to point to and read a couple of 
these teachings… 

Matthew 7: 17-19 

You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thorns, or figs from 
thistles? 17 … A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good 
fruit…Thus you will know them by their fruits. 
 



Matthew 13: 31-32 

31 He put before them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed 
that someone took and sowed in a field; 32 it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it 
has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air 
come and make nests in its branches.” 
 
So some themes to pay attention to with Jesus and trees could include 
fruitfulness, and a sense of natural abundance as being signs of the 
presence of God…and also that “acorn and oak tree” notion of how even the 
greatest of things can come from such humble and small beginnings.  
 
Fig trees, as a specific species, also featured prominently in Jesus’s 
teachings, particularly with one parable known as “the parable of the 
barren fig tree,” and another known as “the parable of the budding fig 
tree.”” 
 

Luke 13 6-9 (THE PARABLE OF THE BARREN FIG TREE) 

6 Jesus told this parable: “A man owned a fig tree planted in his vineyard. He came 
looking for fruit on it and found none. 7 He said to his gardener, ‘Look, I’ve come 
looking for fruit on this fig tree for the past three years, and I’ve never found any. Cut it 
down! Why should it continue depleting the soil’s nutrients?’ 8  The gardener 
responded, ‘Give it one more year, and I will dig around it and give it 
fertilizer. 9  Maybe it will produce fruit next year….’” 
 
I like this one because if one of the signs of God’s presence is fruitfulness, 
then what about the times in life that feel less fruitful, that feel more 
barren? In those cases Jesus says that God, like the master gardener in 
this parable, is encouraging us to be patient with ourselves, not to judge 
barrenness too quickly, but to give it another year, to give things another 
chance.  

And then finally, the other fig tree teaching, the parable of the budding fig 
tree:  

THE PARABLE OF THE BUDDING FIG TREE 

He told them a parable. "Consider the fig tree, and all the trees. When the leaves are 
already budding, you see it and know that summer is near. Even so, when you see 
these things happening, know that the Kingdom of God is near.” 



Consider the fig tree, and all the trees, Jesus teaches. Consider the striking 
ways that trees respond to the different seasons of the year  and so how 
they might have something to teach us about how to respond to the 
different seasons in our own lives, and to pay attention to whatever new 
thing God is up to in the world.   
 

*** 
 
III. Finally, for the last aspect of today’s “timber history of Christ,” I think 
the most striking connection between Jesus and trees would have to be the 
wooden cross, the main symbol of Christianity, as the symbol that captures 
the full meaning of the gospel, about how when we look at the cross, we can 
be reminded so powerfully of how God’s ‘yes’ to life has the last word over 
death’s ‘no’.  
We don’t know exactly what type of wood was used for the original cross of 
Jesus, but one folk legend claims that it was made from a dogwood tree. 
That story goes that during Jesus’s day, dogwoods were even larger than 
oak trees and so were used for building tall things like ship masts and 
crosses. When Jesus was on the cross he felt a strong sense that the 
dogwood tree was sad and remorseful that it had provided the material for 
such a terrible thing as a cross. Much like he offered forgiveness to the 
soldiers who stood by him as he died, Jesus was said also to forgive the 
dogwood tree, and he promised to make it shorter and narrower and more 
crooked, so that no one would ever make a cross out it again, and he gave it 
it’s beautiful flowers, which if you can picture them, have four white petals 
in cross-like configuration, each one with a little indent on the end that 
looks like a nail hole that also is stained rusty red like blood, and each with 
its own flower cluster in the middle that looks just like a little crown of 
thorns. 
When we think about that type of forgiveness, that type of grace, that type 
of new life offered freely to all that the cross of Christ has come to mean, 
it’s not surprising that over the course of history, particularly in this 
history of Christian art, there has been a powerful connection made 
between the literal wooden cross of Jesus and the mythical Tree of Life—
the idea here being that the cross, once a symbol of death, has now become 
the ultimate symbol of life.  
One of the most striking of these artistic depictions is from the 14th 
century masterpiece “Tree of Life,” by Bonaguida that is on the bulletin 
cover for today. In this painting Bonaguida makes clear this understanding 
of the cross of Christ as a new Tree of Life, with the 12 branches with 



leaves including scenes from Jesus’s life, while at the very bottom the 
original story of Adam and Eve with the Tree of Life and the Tree of 
Knowledge is told.  
The painting takes as inspiration the Bible passage that we’re going to end 
our series with next week, the very last chapter of the Bible in the book of 
Revelation. It turns out that just as the Bible begins with a story about the 
Tree of Life, so too the Bible ends with a story of the Tree of Life being 
restored, and of humanity and of the world being restored through it. 
And so as our scriptures invite us to imagine it, there was a tree in the 
beginning of all things, and there will be a tree at the very end. And in 
between, just as we’ve studied today with Jesus and trees, there’s a whole 
“timber history” to life in-between that God gives us to learn from and 
hopefully also to delight and find beauty in.  
	  


