A TALE OF TWO TREES

Genesis 2 and 3; Matthew 4: 1-11


As we're meeting in the chapel of a Lutheran seminary, I feel the need every once in a while to put in a word for our sponsors. Martin Luther, the German reformer of the 16th Century, was absolutely right on when he rediscovered the basic biblical truth that the gift of eternal life is just that: a gift of God that we can no more earn than we can create it. Eternal life is ours to receive, not to achieve. The reformer from whom we are named, Menno Simons, read some of the works of Luther, compared them with the Bible, and a light went on for him. He saw that Luther was right: “the free gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ;” it can only be accepted as a gift, just like this mortal life is also a gift, not something we earned. 


But when Menno Simons stepped forward and began preaching this and got persecuted and hounded into hiding, he discovered something that Luther did not deal with as much, protected as Luther was by German princes and other state authorities: that while God's offer of eternal life comes as a gift alone, it will take some fighting and effort and struggle to hold onto that gift. Because under every tree along the road of life there's a tempter and a serpent ready to lie and trick us into trading away the nourishing fruit of the tree of life for the tasty but poisonous fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 


While God has prepared another paradise at the end of the road as a gracious gift, it will still require of us some effort, sweat and struggle to stay on the road and to keep putting one foot in front of another, because we are so easily distracted by liars and snakes in the grass. 


Lest we forget this, there is the season of Lent. This is an important thing to remember, especially on the First Sunday of Lent, when we compare the two temptation stories: the one we just heard, that got us out of the garden, and the one with which the service began—the temptation of Jesus-- which puts us on the road toward another, better garden, the New Jerusalem.


The problem we face is not really just that some snake tricked some woman into stealing and eating a forbidden apple, and therefore, from then on, the world is especially down on both women and snakes. We can't blame anyone or any gender. Sex is not the issue. And whether it was a kumquat or a pear is beside the point. Whether there was even any power in the fruit itself is beside the point. Maybe the power was in the very action of disobedience, which changed our disobedient ancestors, and everyone else who does the same. For there comes a time when each of us first becomes aware of the fact that we have the power to say No when God and conscience say Yes,  and to say Yes when God and conscience say No, and we all find out for ourselves that there is something intoxicating and addictive about doing just that. 


Christians may argue about whether or not there really was such a garden and such a couple as Adam and Eve, or whether this is all symbolic of our own struggles and downfalls. All I know for sure is that I have heard the tempter, I have done at times what he said, I too have tasted the forbidden fruit of willful disobedience, and have found the act too hard to resist repeating. Not without help, at least. Otherwise, we would not have needed a savior. And if there's anyone else in this world who has not done and experienced these things, then they are the exception, rather than the rule. In fact, our first Bible text today is about the only documented exception to the rule: Jesus, our Savior.


Having heard the tempter's voice and having done what he said, our eyes were opened all right. Open to the reality of shame and a painful sense of separation from God, from others and from our own true selves, a searing sense of alienation that really is like those nightmares in which you find yourself naked in the wrong time and place. Our eyes were also opened to the fact that the action of disobedience and the forbidden fruit were not worth it, that we were lured on by lies and sham and over-blown hype. And now they are open to the undeniable fact that the gate of innocence has been slammed shut and is guarded just as strongly as though there were an angel with a flaming sword before us right now, in this sanctuary. So, there's no going back to regain lost innocence.


 But the other temptation story, of Christ in the desert, should also open our eyes to the wondrous fact that the tempter is not invincible, that there is hope and help and a way forward. Now that innocence is out of the question, the road ahead leads to the same end that it did for Christ: to eternal, triumphant, resurrection glory, for having overcome the tempter. That road is what the forty day journey of Lent is about. Just as Adam and Eve's story of temptation and failure is the human story, so too can Jesus' story of temptation and victory be ours.


I recommend that we think of these two temptation stories as a tale of two trees: one of them, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the other being the tree of life. Both trees were in that primeval garden. And both are yet with us today. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil still dangles its false and forbidden fruit before us in the form of lies based on fear and fear's first-born twins: pride and jealousy. Pride is when we compare ourselves to others and feel superior, and worse, even entitled to feel superior; jealousy is when we compare ourselves to others and feel inferior and therefore cheated. But the basic falsehood in both cases is that we try to establish our own sense of good and evil by ourselves, and in comparison and ranking with others. If the result leads to either pride or jealousy, either way, its a miserable way to live. As God had warned Adam, “You shall surely die.” That is, you get is a living death, and then you die. As a wise person once told me, “If you keep asking, 'How do I rate?' that's all you'll ever get: irate.”


Let's ask ourselves, then: whenever we look back over the times we were most angry or hurt, when we felt as though we were exposed and naked before others, did they have more to do with our own failures and foibles, or with someone else's success? I'm not talking about any difficulties and heartaches we may have suffered related to health or injuries or injustices, prejudice or finances. Those hurt, and for justifiably good reasons. I'm talking about those times when we compared ourselves to others and felt most painfully aware of ourselves in separation from God and others and ourselves. Which were worse in those cases, our own foibles and failures, or other people's successes? 


When the talk around the office water cooler or the coffee pot goes from sports to the economy to Who got the latest promotion? and Who got a good job evaluation? does a tone of resentment, cynicism or bitterness creep in? And if so, do we join in? Or if someone else is getting more recognition and success than we are on our sports team or in our school orchestra, can we rejoice in being present to see such talent and skill, and take the opportunities to learn from it? Or are we absolutely certain that its because the star forward must be related to the coach, or because the first chair trumpet player must have an uncle on the school board, even though its only gossip and hearsay that say so? 


Bite into that tempting fruit of jealousy and it may have a refreshing taste of self-justification and the power of inside knowledge, so-called. But its poison, pure and simple, and will make us sick. No wonder people say, “I'm green with envy,” or even “sick with envy.”


I mention envy because it had a key role to play in our first temptation. There was something breath-takingly brazen about that first temptation in the Garden, because the serpent basically tried to stir up jealousy against God Almighty. “God is withholding from you something he has reserved to himself, Eve: the knowledge of good and evil. How unfair is that? God doesn't want you to know what he knows. Doesn't that just burn you up with jealousy, Adam?”


And all the while there was another tree in that garden that delivered on its promise, and something worthwhile: the tree of life. I take it to mean that by eating it, one could live forever. Or, at the least, it tells us symbolically that life is not something inherent to ourselves, not something that we generate for ourselves the way our lungs put out carbon dioxide.  Instead, life is a gift from God that must be sustained by constantly and regularly going back to the source. So, what's the point of asking, “How do I rate?” when we're all equally dependent upon God for every beat of our hearts? This is just as true for eternal life and immortality: that it is given by God and is ours for the receiving. 


That the two trees and their fruit are juxtaposed against each other—life verses the knowledge of good and evil—says something: that life does not come from saying, “Who needs God? I'll decide for myself what is true or false,  good and evil.” That is the way of death. Life is not in the power and action of saying that light is dark and black is white and up is down, although so much of our economy, and all the wars I have witnessed in my life, depend upon doing just that. Life is in accepting God's take on what is good and what is evil, and in obeying him. 


A biblical word for that is wisdom. In fact, the Proverbs in the Bible compare true wisdom to the tree of life, as in that section of Proverbs, chapter 3, which begins with the injunction, “Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil (v.7)” and which goes on to say, “Wisdom is a tree of life to those who embrace her; those who lay hold of her will be blessed (v. 18).”


This tree of life also shows up again, outside of the Garden of Eden, outside of the Book of Genesis and the Old Testament, in the garden at the end of the Bible, four times in John's Revelation. Or is it a city? Or both, a park-like city called The New Jerusalem? In Jesus' words there to the church of Ephesus, Jesus says, “To the one who overcomes will I give the right to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God (2:7).” When we finally see this paradise, in the last chapter of John's Revelation, we are told that this tree of life stands alongside the crystal-clear river which flows from the Throne of God and of the Lamb, down through the very heart of the New Jerusalem. The leaves of this tree, John says, “are for the healing of the nations.” So, now we know that the tree of life has to do with eternal life, wisdom and peace. 


The tree of life stands at both ends of our human history. At the beginning, in our harmony and innocence, and at the end, where harmony is restored, and glory conferred on all who resisted the lies of the tempter. But in the middle of that, all along the way from Eden to the New Jerusalem, still dangles the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, with a lying tempter offering sweet taste but poisonous results for any and all who would decide for themselves, apart from God, what is good and what is evil. That's why there's no getting back to the tree of life without a fight.


But some of our ancient Christian ancestors saw the tree of life in one other place named in the Bible: atop a blood-soaked hill outside of Jerusalem, called Calvary, or, in Aramaic, Golgotha, the Place of the Skull, where convicts were put to death on Roman crosses. Said Gregory of Nazianzus, in Fourth Century Turkey: “Christ is brought up to the tree and nailed to it—yet by the tree of life he restores us. Yes, he saves even a thief crucified with him;..” St. Gregory was not alone in seeing the cross of Calvary as a tree. St. Paul quoted the law of Moses in reference to Christ: “Cursed is everyone who dies on a tree,” to show how Christ took for us all the curses that came from eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 


Indeed, some other ancestors recognized Christ himself in the tree of life, as did St. Jerome, in Fourth Century Egypt: “Now if wisdom is the tree of life, Wisdom itself indeed is Christ,” he said. For St. Paul himself said that “Christ is the power of God, and the wisdom of God (I Cor.1:24).”


And that is why this tale of two trees is also a tale of two Adams. “For if the many died by the sin of one man [Adam],” Paul wrote the Roman Christians, “how much more did God's grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many (Romans 5: 15).” Christ, then, is the Second Adam, come to set right, what the first Adam did wrong.

  
Consider the differences between the two Adams. The first Adam fell to the tempter's lies and false promises. The second Adam resisted the tempter's lies and false promises. The first Adam was drawn in disobedience toward a tree in the midst of the garden.  The second Adam was drawn in obedience toward a tree outside Jerusalem, the cross on Mount Calvary. The first Adam was drawn toward the one tree by fear, pride and jealousy. The second Adam was drawn to the other tree by faith, humility and generosity. The first Adam grabbed for a divine nature that could never be his, thereby rejecting his own humanity. The second Adam surrendered and emptied himself of a divine nature that was his from the beginning, and thereby embraced our humanity. Upon finding himself naked and ashamed at the foot of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the first Adam hid and cast the blame and shame upon Eve. Upon being stripped and shamefully displayed to all upon the tree of life on Mount Calvary, the second Adam embraced and accepted the shame that was ours, not his. 


So, the choice before us this Lenten season, can be stated in several ways: 

1.  First, to turn our backs to one tree and orient ourselves to another. Turn our backs to the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and let God be God and ourselves be human; and turn ourselves again toward the tree of life, on which we see Christ, which even is Christ, and draw our lives from him, forever. One thing I've found helpful and practical is to write down in my spiritual journal the lies and fears that drive me toward anger, jealousy and fear. Once they're visible on paper, I can laugh at them and contrast them with the promises of God.

2. Or, secondly, we could think of it as a choice to be like the first Adam,  striving after false promises, driven by fear, pride and jealousy, to the point where we even seek to dethrone God. Or we can orient ourselves toward Christ, the second Adam, to follow him on the road that leads from lost innocence to the gift of resurrection glory and eternal life. There we will find that all is really nothing but a gift.


But don't do that, unless you're prepared for a fight to keep that gift, like the one which Christ fought in the desert.  
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