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At Thanksgiving dinner ten days ago, my five-year-old granddaughter started a whispered conversation with me.  As I leaned over, trying to hear her over the other conversations, I realized she was asking me questions about death.  “Where do you go when you die?” she said. “Does it hurt to die?”  “What’s it like in heaven?”  “Do you see a lot of bones when you die?”


She was clearly frightened about dying.  Her family had put an elderly, diabetic cat down recently, and apparently that had made a big impression on her.  If she had been an adult, perhaps I would have answered her questions by talking about the body being a home for the soul, the possibility of reincarnation, or perhaps tell her that when people are in pain or tired of living they are ready to move on.  I did mention that the cat might have been tired of living.  She quickly responded that she was never going to get tired and die.  Perhaps I should have credited a 5 year old with a better understanding of the soul.  After all, how many adults that you know give much thought to the soul?


If you are someone who occasionally thinks about the immortality of your soul, it may have occurred to you to wonder what exactly the soul is.  If you yourself have been dangerously ill, or have been with someone when they are dying, then you have a better feeling for the transitory nature of the soul.  You will have observed that the defining force that was once a living, breathing person has ceased to exist.  This defining force was with you when you were born.  Your body took shape around it, changing as you grew and matured.  Your soul, however, your defining force, remained unchanged.

This is where the analogy with trees come in.  Let me begin with a poem by Cedric Wright:

Consider the life of trees.

From their mute forms there flows a poise, in silence,

a lovely sound and motion in response to wind.

What peace comes to those aware of the voice and bearing of trees!

Trees do not scream for attention.

A tree . . . has no pretence, only a real growth out of itself

in close communion with the universal spirit.

A tree retains a deep serenity.

It establishes in the earth not only its root system 

but also those roots of its beauty and its unknown consciousness.

Sometimes one may sense a glisten of that consciousness,

And with such perspective, 

feel that man is not necessarily the highest form of life.


Deep serenity.  Beauty and unknown consciousness.  Like humans, the tree has many of the characteristics of a sentient being.  In the late 20th century, people joked about tree-huggers.  Were these people hugging trees as a protective gesture, or did they actually sense a Beingness in the trees?  Michael S. Glaser writes of this Beingness.

I have always felt the living presence of trees.

The forest that calls to me as deeply as I breathe,

as though the woods were marrow of my bone,

as though I myself were tree

a breathing, reaching arc of the larger canopy

Like the one beside a brook bubbling to foam 

Deep in these woods, that calls,

That whispers home.


If you believe, as Emerson and the Transcendentalists did, that the Divine is in and through everything, then trees have a living presence for you, and the entire natural world becomes home. We can relate to the trees all year round, but in the Winter they stand stripped against the winter sky, their branches reaching outward and upward.  Come Spring, they’ll bud—all trees have some sort of flower, you know—they’ll bud out and become gently covered with pale green leaves.  Their leaves will grow and darken during the summer.  In the Fall, the leaves will lose their chlorophyll and turn a variety of colors.  After this flamboyant display of virtuosity and accomplishment, the leaves will drop off, leaving the tree stripped again to its basic structure.



Author Maggie Oman feels that prayer can powerfully connect human beings to our basics.  She says “I believe…that…we are our most authentic, essential selves when communicating with a deity whose existence we can know, but not prove; for when we pray, truly and even desperately reach out to our God, we are stripped to our souls.”  For most of us, it is rare that we feel stripped to our souls, stripped to our very foundations.


Why are we so protective of our essential selves?  Why are we so frightened to expose our souls?  Look at the tree.  The tree stands exposed for the long months of winter.  The tree stands in its most basic form, its branches and twigs reaching for the sky.  Cold winds toss its crown back and forth and around.  Storms threaten to batter its branches.  Yet it stands tall and survives.  Not only survives, but clothes itself without fail in the richness of leaves each Spring. Next time you look out at the winter trees, notice how bare, and yet how beautiful that basic structure is.  That unadorned beauty, I submit, like the soul within us, is the core--the foundation of the tree.  Leaves come and go, but the clear loveliness of the tree, stripped to its basic structure remains. 


If I were to say to my granddaughter, there is something within us that cannot die; something within us that is brave and pure and strong; something within us that can be tossed and battered yet will always renew itself—would she understand?  Could I ask her to look out at the winter trees, tall and stark, stripped of their finery—and say, “See how solid and strong those trees are! Inside you is great strength and beauty, just like those trees. Nothing can change it and it is yours forever.”  Perhaps she might understand.  


No, I would not mention the word “soul”; that will come later when she’s older.

But you are older.  I can say to you with all my heart, do not be afraid to connect with the strength and beauty that is your soul.  Never be afraid to connect with that magnificent, essential self that is Divinity within you.  As Karen Shragg tells us  in her poem “Think Like a Tree”,

Soak up the sun

Affirm life’s magic

Be graceful in the wind

Stand tall after a storm

Feel refreshed after it rains

Grow strong without notice

Be prepared for each season

Provide shelter to strangers

Hang tough through a cold spell

Emerge renewed at the first sings of spring

Stay deeply rooted while reaching for the sky

Be still long enough to

hear your own leaves rustling.

