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So we’re continuing with our “Trees of the Bible” summer series today, and well, 
I’m afraid we haven’t made it very far into the Bible yet as we’re still in the first 
book of Genesis, after we began here last week at the very beginning, with the 
Tree of Life and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  

Looking today at Genesis 18, and this story of Abraham and Sarah under the 
oaks of Mamre, although we’re still pretty near the beginning of the Bible, from 
the perspective of trees we’ve already skipped over some significant stories that 
I’d just like to mention quickly here, the main ones being the stories about Noah: 
about how he spent 70 years building his ark out of trees, out of wood—
scholars aren’t quite sure what type here but think perhaps he used a type of 
cedar due to its properties of being lightweight and rot resistant, much like we 
still use cedar for in cedar-strip canoes, and how he likely used pitch from pine 
trees to seal his ark; and then the other key story about how, after something 
like 150 days of sailing on the flooded earth, Noah sent out a bird to see if there 
was dry land, if there was any life, or any prospect for life left…and well, since 
we studied this story together two summers ago when we studied the “Birds of 
the Bible,” a little test of our memories here…what type of bird did Noah send 
out?.... (first bird: raven; second bird: dove)…. And what does the dove find and 
bring back to Noah? An olive branch. A branch with the green leaves of the olive 
tree—a sign for Noah that life could begin again, even after a great disaster like 
the great flood, a sign of hope, a sign of promise, a sign of life’s resilience, and 
an olive tree being a type of evergreen, maybe also a sign of what evergreens 
like pines and spruces have so often been signs and reminders of, of the ability 
of life to continually renew itself, and even an intimation of eternal life…which 
turns out to be almost but not quite literally true, as indeed the oldest trees in 
the world tend to be evergreens like the olive trees, pines, or the spruces, 
currently the oldest one we think is a Norway spruce in Sweden that we think is 
about 9,550 years old.   

Let’s just pause and try to wrap our minds around that for a moment. Our best 
guess is that Abraham, who we’ll turn to next, lived around 2,000 BC, so around 
4,000 years ago. That means that when “the LORD appeared to Abraham by the 
oaks of Mamre” as our scripture tells today, as he found relief in the shade from 
the mid-day heat of the Middle Eastern desert, up in chillier Sweden, at that 
exact same moment, standing under the same sun and breathing in the same air 
as Abraham, there was a Norway spruce that had already been there for over 
5,000 years.  



I’m reminded here about a great quote that’s attributed to Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, when towards the end of his life he made a trip out West and went 
hiking in the Redwood forests of California with John Muir. “The greatest 
wonder,” Emerson said, “is that we can see these trees and not wonder more.”  

*** 

Well, with that in mind, let’s wonder a bit together about the trees in our 
scripture for today—Genesis chapter 18, which tells us about Abraham and 
Sarah living under the oaks of Mamre, which was a pretty rural spot in the West 
Bank desert, and which tells the foundational story about hospitality in all three 
Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, Islam), as Abraham and Sarah extend 
welcome to three strangers as they pass by on their way. These strangers, of 
course, turn out to be something more like angels or divine messengers in the 
end, as they end up sharing a message of good news from God, but Abraham 
and Sarah likely didn’t know this at first, as they simply extended to the 
strangers the type of hospitality that functioned then as what scholars call “the 
ancient law of the desert,” that such hospitality was developed and practiced 
among nomadic and particularly the Bedouin peoples of the Ancient Near East 
because in that landscape, hospitality was a matter of human survival.  

Let’s review some of the details of this hospitality practice from our story today: 
three strangers were passing by during the mid-day heat. Abraham is noted as 
sitting in the shade of some oaks trees, by the entrance to his tent. Certainly we 
can imagine that he’s getting some good rest and relaxation in as he sits in the 
shade, but it also seems that he’s doing something a bit more active as well, as 
it seems that he must have been actively on the lookout for strangers passing by, 
because when he sees these three men he doesn’t wait for them to come and 
ask him if he has a glass of water to quench their thirst, but instead the first sign 
of his extravagant hospitality is that he goes out to them—“when he saw them 
he ran from the tent entrance to meet them, and bowed to the ground.” He goes 
to them, and he invites them to rest for a bit, to share the shade of those oak 
trees with him. “Let me get you a little bit of water,” he says, “and let me bring a 
little bread…while you rest yourselves here under the tree.”  

A little water, and a little bread. Well, that turns out to be a quite a dramatic 
understatement of what Abraham and Sarah actually prepare and serve to their 
guests, as in fact Sarah uses at least 3 days worth of the finest grade of flour to 
bake the finest type of bread, while Abraham prepares the choicest calf, and 
provides the best dairy products that he has access to. “Just a little water and 
just a little bread,” he had said, before spreading out before his visitors this 
lavish farm-to-table feast, all set under the cooling shade of those oak trees. 
One ancient rabbi tried to explain Abraham’s understatement here, by writing 
that when it comes to hospitality, the righteous ones speak little, but do a lot 
(which also happens to be a good summary, I would say, about the type of 



Vermont hospitality I’ve experienced here, and the type of hospitality that I’ve 
experienced this church embodying at its best.) 

You know, when you read the Bible from Genesis chapter 18 on, if you had to 
summarize the main teaching in one word, I think the word “hospitality” would 
have to be one of the top finalists for consideration here, as it turns out that this 
notion of welcoming the stranger is mentioned at least 300 times in the Bible, 
including in some of the best known verses of scripture. “One of the grand 
themes of the Bible,” is how one commentator has described this emphasis on 
hospitality.  

In Deuteronomy, for example, we hear about God telling the people of Israel to 
“love the stranger, for you yourselves were once strangers in the land of Egypt.” 
The “grand theme” continues in the New Testament when Jesus teaches that 
acts of hospitality provide a window into our relationship with God: “I was 
hungry and you gave me food,” Christ said. “I was thirsty you and gave me drink. 
I was a stranger and you welcomed me.” So too in the Apostle Paul’s writings, 
he comments directly on this story of Abraham and Sarah when he writes that 
beautiful admonition, “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for 
thereby some have entertained angels unaware.”  

Here’s how I’d put it theologically, when I try to think about why hospitality 
might be one of if not the grand spiritual themes of our whole faith tradition. I’d 
say this, I’d say that through hospitality, through cultivating habits of xenophilia, 
which is the Greek word for it, meaning ‘love of stranger’, rather than of course 
our all too common and destructive reaction of xenophobia, fear of the stranger, 
the more we cultivate hospitality, the more we live into and become what our 
faith tradition teaches us that we’re supposed to be, which is that we’re 
supposed to reflect something of the image of God. We’re here to cultivate 
hospitality as a daily practice, and as a habit of the heart, because before we 
extend welcome and generosity to others, we know that God has already 
extended welcome and generosity to us all. One of the deeper theological truths 
about hospitality then is that whether we’re in the role of welcoming the stranger, 
or whether we’re the stranger that’s being welcomed, ultimately we are all here 
as guests, and we all depend on God our host. And so again through these 
practices of hosting and being hosted, these practices of hospitality, we draw 
particularly close to experiencing who God is, and to living into who and how 
God has made us to be.  

And this brings me back, finally this morning, to thinking again about those trees 
under which Abraham was resting during the heat of the day, under which he 
and Sarah had pitched their tent and decided to settle down for awhile. I find 
myself wondering, since this is indeed the first moment of extravagant 
hospitality that’s described in the Bible, where or how did Abraham and Sarah 
learn to extend such a generous welcome to others. Of course, one traditional 
answer would be the practices of the nomadic, desert culture that I mentioned 



earlier, where such hospitality could literally be the difference between life and 
death. But when I think about our scripture again, there seems to be something 
more than mere survival that’s at stake in the type of hospitality that Abraham 
and Sarah show. They go, as we might say, above and beyond.  They go the 
extra mile.  

When we read the story of Abraham and Sarah from the perspective of trees, 
one of the interesting things that we can notice is that this is not the first, but 
actually the third time that Abraham and Sarah set up camp under oaks trees, 
and the second time in their life’s journey that they had camped under these 
specific trees, these oaks of Mamre. Each time the story says, Abraham had a 
decisive encounter with God, and set up altars underneath these oak trees to 
commemorate the encounter. The specific oak trees that Genesis 18 mentions 
were so important to Abraham that after he left and moved on, at the end of his 
life he purchased the land where those trees were, which is where he and his 
family ended up being buried. These oak trees provided him then, not only key 
resting places along his life’s journey, but also his life’s final resting place.  

When I think about this question of where Abraham and Sarah learned to extend 
such generous hospitality, I can’t help but wonder about their relationship with 
these trees, and about what lessons or teachings about hospitality that they 
might have learned or absorbed through living so close to them.  

Now I know this might be a bit blasphemous to say here in the heart of maple 
tree country, but from a biodiversity perspective, oak trees are in fact like the 
masters of hospitality. Foresters will routinely claim that oak trees host more 
wildlife than any other species of tree. These organisms range from fungi and 
lichens (at least 350 species of lichen, for example), mosses, vascular plants, 
invertebrates—e.g., an oak hosts 534 species of caterpillars/ butterflies, a 
gingko tree, common to plant in urban areas, hosts only 5, a Horse Chestnut 
hosts only 4…and when you think about that in terms of hosting bird life, 
apparently it takes 6,000 caterpillars to raise one brood of chickadees, and so 
it’s not surprising that an oak tree is a great host for birds as well….for 
mammals too, over 100 species rely on oaks, deer, squirrels, rabbits, raccoons, 
and on and on....including us humans, as oaks have excelled at providing us 
with food, shelter, and heat. It’s no surprise then, that not just in the famous 
children’s story of the same title, but in folklore from around the world, the oak 
tree, this master species of hospitality, is known as “the giving tree.”  

Picture a giant oak in its full summer splendor and all of the abundant life that it 
provides for countless other species. “The greatest wonder,” Emerson said, “is 
that we can see these trees and not wonder more.” 

And so in the end I can’t help but wonder here…I can’t help but wonder at how 
truly extravagant the hospitality was that Abraham and Sarah once showed 
three strangers under the shade of the oak trees, extravagant enough to still 



inspire and challenge our hospitality practices today. And I can’t help but 
wonder if they didn’t in fact learn something essential about what it means to 
welcome and to give generously, through all those days and nights living in the 
shade of those great oaks trees, and I can’t help but wonder about how we 
might still have lessons to learn from them, about the ways these masters of 
hospitality, these “giving trees” can still teach us something about who God is, 
and who and how God calls us to be in the world. 

	  


