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Happiness comes to those who delight in the law of Yahweh – meditate on it day

and night.  They are like trees planted by water – bearing fruit, healthy leaves,

prospering in every way.

Be like a tree.

In the New York Times bestseller, The Hidden Life of Trees, author, Peter

Wohlleben makes the case that the trees in a forest make up a social network.

Using years of study and scientific knowledge, Wohlleben, describe the ways trees

communicate with one another, support one another, share nutrients with the

ones who are struggling, and even how trees warn each other of impending

dangers.

When we hear the Psalmist exhorting people to ‘be like trees,’ we might be

informed by the work of ecologists and writers like Wohlleben to have a more

thorough understanding of just how encompassing that suggestion might be.

‘Be like trees,’ the Psalmist encourages.  Be like trees …planted by the flowing

water – the living water that is the source of life and health and wellbeing for all

flora and fauna.   Be like trees that sink deep, deep roots into the soil to access the

living water that will nourish and support all of life.  Don’t be, the Psalmist also

warns, like those shallow rooted plants that wither and dry up like chaff at the first

hint of water shortage.  Instead, grow deep, deep taproots, grow wide reaching

anchoring roots, all of which will sustain life when the drought comes, when the

dry winds blow, when the land is over-used and fertility fails.

This is what it is like to be so completely connected to God.  The Psalmist may not

have had the same intense study of trees as Peter Wohlleben, but certainly could

see by observation the difference between trees growing along flowing streams

and those struggling in the desert areas.  And most likely had the Psalmist known

what Wohlleben learned about the social life and inter-connectedness of trees,

they most likely would have expanded this Psalm for many more verses.



Be like trees, the Psalmist might have continued: be like trees – intertwining your

roots so that when one of your community is struggling, the others might pass

nutrients and help to that one.

Be like trees, the Psalmist might go on.  Be like trees that live not within the

constraints of human time, but live in Kairos, God’s time.  Be like the mighty

Redwood trees, hundreds of years old, that span multiple human lifetimes, and

carry a climatic history beyond that of humans. Be like the grape vines with roots

systems hundreds of years old, still vital and strong, resilient and fully alive.

Be like trees.  Be like trees that share a forest together, recognizing that each

individual tree within the community has the equivalent of special gifts and skills.

Some reaching high above the others up to the sky, photosynthesizing and

sending nutrition down to those below.  Some dropping so many leaves,

composting and creating rich humus for the baby trees only beginning.  Some

dying and falling where they die, breaking down through the actions of fungi and

insects, other critters and time, providing home and habitat for many of earths

creatures as well as more trees.  Some with branching roots above ground holding

the soil, protecting from erosion.

Be like trees.  Seek out the source of life – the living water – that nurtures and

nourishes.  Be like trees that provide for and care for the entire community of

trees.

Psalm 1 is a teaching Psalm.  Like most if not all Psalms it was most likely a song,

not just for entertainment, but a song meant to be chanted or spoken sing-song to

make learning easier, much like the counting song, ‘One,two, buckle my shoe,

three four, shut the door, five six, pick up sticks….’ Or, ‘A B C D E F G,    H I J K,

LMNOP……’ used to teach our alphabet.  Psalm 1 is intentionally placed at the

very beginning of the book of Psalms to offer a basic guideline of instruction and

guidance of a faithful life in God.

This Psalm as many other Psalms and Proverbs, is contained within the theological

category of ‘Wisdom Literature’ for its use as a teaching tool. One could easily

read this Psalm as the harsh critique following the consequences of not choosing

the faithful path.  And that language is certainly contained within these words.



And yet, the Psalmist most likely wrote these words as a sort of Beatitude –

naming the blessings that would accrue when one chooses the faithful path – and

then naming also the woes that most certainly would be the fate of those who

choose other directions.

Blessed are the right doers … for they shall be like trees planted beside the

waters.

Woe to the wrong doers … for without a deep taproot they shall perish.

Blessed are those who reject violence, refuse to belittle others or support those

who do… for they shall reap happiness.

Blessed are those who delight in and meditate on the law of Yahweh … they shall

be like trees bearing fruit and prospering.

Woe to those who choose evil and violence…. for they will be like chaff blown

away in the wind.

It would be easy to hone in on wrong-doing as the point of the Psalm rather than

focus on the right-doers and the happiness and blessing that will be the result of

choosing the better way.  And while it may seem as though all of the choosing is

tasked to the people, this Psalm does not deny the God of second chances.  When

one is like a tree with a deep, strong, root system tapping into the grace and love

and nourishment offered by God, the possibility of choosing or being led off onto

other destructive, harmful paths is much less likely. And when one is part of a

mighty forest of trees with these same sorts of root systems, one can see that it

becomes much easier to steer clear of the wicked obstructions named by the

Psalmist.  And when one is a part of the connected forest community, the

opportunity for new life is always a possibility.

Psalm 1 is not an easy Psalm to hear in the ambiguity of our progressive church.

We know that the world is not ‘this or that’, ‘black or white’, but is a nuanced

rainbow of color between the parameters of our living. Knowing the difficulty of

living in the dissonance and lack of absolutes within ambiguity, the Psalmist

provides a few clear images to help listeners to find and embark upon the path

leading to God.  And while the back side of these instructions – the consequences

of turning away - may sound harsh to us – when we turn it over – we may find a

clearer, more helpful guidance toward blessing and happiness.



The image of trees planted by a stream of living water provides a wonderful

diagram of the life cycle of all living things.  I imagine one of those posters of

perhaps the water cycle or the photosynthesis cycle – showing through arrows

and color images, the intricate necessary interconnection between all parts of

creation – and how each part depends upon the other parts.  I also am quite

aware that there is always a woe as well.  Woe to the part – usually the human

part – that ignores the necessity and connection of all the other parts.

We know that not all trees can or will be planted along flowing streams.  Some will

be planted along busy super highways, some planted all alone in the front yards of

suburban neighborhoods.  Some are planted in parts of the world where

deforestation and erosion has taken away the nutrient rich topsoil.  Some are

planted to provide and replace habitat for native creatures.  Some are planted to

provide food for people.  Some are planted to provide lumber for building and

construction.  Some are planted and used as firewood for heating. Some are

planted for beauty.

Be like trees.  Grow deep.  Grow tall. Support one another. Use your special gifts

and properties to their best uses.  Stay connected to one another to nurture one

another and stay connected to God who supports and connects and nourishes us

all.


