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HEMLOCKS, CEDARS & BANYANS 
June 13, 2021  ~ St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church, Encinitas, CA 
Proper 6 (B): Ezekiel 17:22-24; Psalm 92:1-4,11-14; 2 Corinthians 5:6-10,14-17; Mark 4:26-34 

Do some of you feel more connected to God when you’re out in nature? I sometimes 
forget that being in the woods really makes me aware of God’s presence, but all I have to do is 
go for a hike in the mountains, and as I breathe in the pine-scented air, I think, “Oh…why don’t I 
do this more often?” 

When I’m out on the trail, looking up at the variation in the green treetops that reach up 
to the beautiful blue sky, I remember things I learned about identifying the different types of 
needles and cones, and how I passed that knowledge on as a lead teacher in a summer science 
program in Portland, Oregon.  

The culminating day, for each two-week session, was to take the kids hiking on Mount 
Hood. As the other teachers and I pointed out Douglas Firs and Lodge Pole Pines, one of us 
would tell a Native American creation story about how the Hemlock tree came to droop at its 
top.  

The story is that all the trees of the forest were invited to display their best cones in a 
contest, as a way to pay honor to the Creator. But Hemlock was too busy playing, and was late 
to the ceremony. When Hemlock finally showed up, it had been careless in its preparation, and 
only brought the tiniest of cones. 

From then on Hemlocks were given only very small cones compared to the other trees, 
and, to this day, even though it is very tall, Hemlock hangs its head down in shame for not being 
ready when the Creator called.   

Today’s scripture readings make reference to another memorable tree: the Cedar. Not 
only are Cedars known for their strong and beautiful presence, they’re often used in Scripture 
to indicate durability, as well as the expanse of God’s love. In many ways, this morning’s 
passages also serve as creation stories.  

In Ezekiel, for example, the story extends to God's promise made through creation. This 
particular prophetic piece is a promise that, though the people are currently refugees, the 
dynasty of their ancestorial leaders will be restored in its full strength.  

Similarly, in Mark, there are references to cedar trees and seedlings as well as the 
mustard seed. As he so often does, Jesus uses analogies to make his point. Although that can be 
confusing at times, I heard a neuroscientist recently comment that we need metaphors to 
understand life. The scientist explained that many concepts are too complex to explain directly, 
so linking them to a familiar image helps a complicated idea become understandable. 

So, in Mark’s Gospel, we find the illustration of the mustard seed becoming a huge tree—
big enough to hold all manner of creatures. The image is quite clear: this little, tiny seed 
becomes a giant tree. Now, our logical minds know mustard seeds will never grow into huge 
trees—they’re small bushes at best—but the image is given to us for a number of reasons. 

One reason is to remind us of the topsy-turvy nature of God’s realm—that the first will be 
last and the last will be first. Or, in this case, the small will become large, and the large will be 
made small. As it says in Ezekial: “I bring low the high tree, I make high the low tree; I dry up the 
green tree and make the dry tree flourish.” 
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Another reason we’re given these images is to smash the limits we put on God’s love and 
power. God’s love is so all-encompassing that it can grow a tree big enough to nurture and 
protect EVERYone! It’s hard to imagine that kind of tree, but last week, on Maui, I saw one of 
the biggest Banyan trees I’ve ever seen. It’s branches reach across the greater share of a city 
block. It’s gigantic! Imagine how many creatures a tree that size would hold! 

Which brings us to another reason for the mustard tree image—which is sometimes 
referred to as the “Tree of Life.” There's a saying that “birds of a feather flock together,” but 
these passages make clear our place in the Tree of Life puts us right next to people we might 
not have that much in common with: “Under it every kind of bird will live…winged creatures of 
every kind.” In the Tree of Life, our neighbors and our enemies are cared for and healed just as 
much as we are.  

An additional reason for this image is that we need metaphors and parables to help us 
remember what we know to be true. Just take a look at the disciples; this morning’s passage 
from Mark wraps-up with Jesus taking them aside and privately explaining what all of this 
means. But, if you continue reading, the very next story in Mark finds the disciples out in the 
boat, where they are terrified, because they forget that Jesus has them. As they cry that they 
might perish in the wind, he asks, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?”  

We Christians need metaphors, because the depth of God's grace and love is a pretty darn 
complex concept! But with these images in our mind—like the Banyan tree reaching out across 
an entire park—when the world says to us: “that's impossible,” we remember that with God’s 
help, everything is possible…even loving our enemies sitting beside us in the Tree of Life. 

In closing, I offer up this prayer; it’s from the Corrymeela community: 

God who made the trees and bodies, God who made the ground and 
grand gestures, may we practice happy hospitality, because here, 
hostilities can be healed.  

-AMEN 

 

Collect of the Day: 

Keep, O Lord, your household the Church in your steadfast faith and love, that through your 
grace we may proclaim your truth with boldness, and minister your justice with compassion; 
for the sake of our Savior Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 
God, now and for ever. Amen. 
 

Ezekiel 17:22-24 

Thus says the Lord GOD: 

I myself will take a sprig 

from the lofty top of a cedar; 

I will set it out. 

I will break off a tender one 

from the topmost of its young twigs; 
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I myself will plant it 

on a high and lofty mountain. 

On the mountain height of Israel 

I will plant it, 

in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit, 

and become a noble cedar. 

Under it every kind of bird will live; 

in the shade of its branches will nest 

winged creatures of every kind. 

All the trees of the field shall know 

that I am the LORD. 

I bring low the high tree, 

I make high the low tree; 

I dry up the green tree 

and make the dry tree flourish. 

I the LORD have spoken; 

I will accomplish it. 

Psalm 92:1-4,11-14 

1 It is a good thing to give thanks to the LORD, * 

and to sing praises to your Name, O Most High; 

2 To tell of your loving-kindness early in the morning * 

and of your faithfulness in the night season; 

3 On the psaltery, and on the lyre, * 

and to the melody of the harp. 

4 For you have made me glad by your acts, O LORD; * 

and I shout for joy because of the works of your hands. 

11 The righteous shall flourish like a palm tree, * 

and shall spread abroad like a cedar of Lebanon. 

12 Those who are planted in the house of the LORD * 

shall flourish in the courts of our God; 

13 They shall still bear fruit in old age; * 

they shall be green and succulent; 

14 That they may show how upright the LORD is, * 

my Rock, in whom there is no fault. 

 

2 Corinthians 5:6-10,14-17 

We are always confident; even though we know that while we are at home in the body we 
are away from the Lord-- for we walk by faith, not by sight. Yes, we do have confidence, and 
we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord. So whether we are at 
home or away, we make it our aim to please him. For all of us must appear before the 
judgment seat of Christ, so that each may receive recompense for what has been done in 
the body, whether good or evil. 



The Rev. Brenda Sol 4 

 

For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died for all; 
therefore all have died. And he died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for 
themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them. From now on, therefore, we 
regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a 
human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a 
new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!  

 

Mark 4:26-34 

Jesus said, "The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and 
would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know 
how. The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the 
head. But when the grain is ripe, at once he goes in with his sickle, because the harvest has 
come." 

He also said, "With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we use 
for it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the 
seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and 
puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade." 

With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it; he did 
not speak to them except in parables, but he explained everything in private to his 
disciples. 


