Imagining the God Who Comes to Be with Us:
The Gardener Who Nurtures Us
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
Tall stands the Tree beside the stream
Where living waters flow;
Wide-flung the branches, cool the shade,
Where all the weary go.
Sing praise to God, the gardener
Whose labors never cease
To make beneath the Tree of Life
For all the weary, peace.

Those words from a lovely hymn text by Genevieve Glen may strike us with a certain charm. They may conjure images of a peaceful setting that seems far removed from the stress-filled environment in which we spend much of our time. The fact that the words were written by a Benedictine sister in a Colorado monastery may confirm our sense that any notion of a gardener God is a world away from our reality.
But it’s the very image of God as a gardener that’s offered to a people in another time and place. A people who understand what it is to be stressed to the point of despair and depression.


We don’t know much about the person God calls to deliver a message of good news to the people of Israel who are returning to Jerusalem after their forced exile in Babylon. No name, no background, no credentials. We simply learn that this person, this poet, this prophet receives God’s spirit. The same spirit that blew back the power of chaos so the world could be created. The same spirit that parted the waters so the people of Israel could escape from Egypt. The same spirit that breathed on David so he could become a new kind of king. That same spirit now anoints and empowers this nameless agent to undertake God’s deeply transformative work in the community of God’s people.


And it will be work. This agent of God is to bring, to bind up, to proclaim, to release, to comfort, to provide, to give. This work will be a powerful ministry to the weak, the powerless, and the marginalized. One that will restore them into a stable and functioning community. One that will rehabilitate their lives out impoverishment, powerlessness, and despair. One that will allow them to recapture a deep and lasting sense of well-being and joy.


The result will be a radical transformation. Before outside forces destroyed Jerusalem and its temple and marched many of its citizens to Babylon, God sent a warning to the people of Israel: “For you shall be like an oak whose leaf withers, and like a garden without water.” (Isaiah 1:30) But now the gardener God will transform them into oaks that are strong, sturdy, and resilient. The gardener God will nurture them into a garden that flourishes and sprouts blossoms of righteousness and praise.

Because of God’s nurture, the people will have the capacity and resolve  to rebuild, restore, and repair the ruins of Jerusalem. But, more importantly, they’ll be committed to building a community that’s equitable and life-giving for everyone.

Fresh green the leaves for healing given,
Bright gold the new-pressed oil
That runs as balm upon the banks
Toward which the weary toil.
Sing praise to God, the gardener
Whose labors never cease
To make beneath the Tree of Life
For all the weary, peace.


Maybe we’re still not convinced. A gardener God might work if we lived in a monastery in Colorado or if we were trying to rebuild Jerusalem thousands of years ago. But the devastations in today’s world seem to call for something more powerful than a divine gardener.
We seem to need more when we think about transforming mountains of buried bodies, homes, and livelihoods in earthquake- and tsunami-devastated Japan. We seem to need more when we think about transforming mile after mile of tin dwellings in impoverished and disenfranchised South African townships. We seem to need more when we think about transforming the splintered remains of homes, schools, businesses, and churches in tornado-shattered Joplin, Missouri.
And we seem to need more when we think about transforming the hollow eyes and bloated bellies of adults and children impacted by famine and an AIDS pandemic in Ethiopia. But in that country, which has struggled for so long, hope is actually being rekindled by gardens. Urban gardens, to be specific.
Solomon, a down-on-his-luck father, was underemployed and unable to provide for himself, let alone others. He relied on his brothers and friends for food, necessities, and money to send his daughter to school.
Solomon turned his life around when he began to grow vegetables, using a drip-irrigation system provided through an urban gardens program. Soon thirty or more orphans and caretakers were joining Solomon each day to work in his garden.
Encouraged by his success, he started a neighborhood group to support others affected by HIV/AIDS and to share information about gardening. Neighbors began donating land for him to expand his garden.
Solomon then created a savings group to finance a farm to raise cows and sheep and a pond to raise edible fish. Growing from complete dependence to inspiring leadership, Solomon took and magnified the benefits of urban gardens and is now passing them on throughout his community.
His story isn’t an isolated one. Several years ago Tsion’s husband left her after admitting he’d contracted HIV. After being tested, Tsion learned she also was HIV-positive. She was bedridden for months and tried numerous medicines in an attempt to feel better, but with no effect. Finally, on the advice of a local nurse, she began anti-retroviral therapy.
But this therapy requires a certain diet. Without nutritious food in adequate quantities, the side-effects of dizziness and vomiting can be intolerable—to the point where patients become discouraged and stop taking their pills. 
Today, though, Tsion is a strong, healthy, optimistic woman who credits her rebound to participation in the urban gardens program. Almost immediately after she began gardening, she felt mental relief simply because her life had purpose once again. 
It took time for Tsion to overcome the discrimination she faced in her daily life, but she tackled the problem by holding meetings at a local church to educate the public on HIV/AIDs issues.
Partnering with other landowners, Tsion has gradually increased the size of her garden and the monetary resources available to her. Today she sells sheep at the local market, seedlings to other gardeners, compost to flower shops, and home-baked bread for religious ceremonies, in addition to maintaining her gardens.

Tsion now sends her three children to school. She also pays for her own tuition. Twenty-four years after leaving high school, she is studying law and expects to graduate in less than two years. A true transformation if ever there was one.

Deep-scarred the bark, but sweet the wine
That pours down, last and best, 
And rich the table spread below,
Where all the weary rest.
Sing praise to God, the gardener
Whose labors never cease
To make beneath the Tree of Life
For all the weary, peace.

But we don’t live in a Colorado monastery or in ancient Jerusalem or in far-away Ethiopia. We face the challenges of a floundering economy, an ineffective government, and broken social systems. A gardener God just doesn’t seem enough.

Tell that to people in Detroit. The city once called the Paris of the West now is an example of American decline. Its wide, often empty boulevards, its abandoned, ghost-like train station and high-rises, its semi-deserted neighborhoods, and its shuttered downtown storefronts are reminders of all that seems wrong in our country.

But something is growing up out of the devastation of that city. Actually, lots of “somethings.” Gardens—in different shapes and sizes. In unlikely and sometimes amusing places.


On the corner of an almost-abandoned block, a young man has used the city’s “adopt-a-lot” program to establish an orchard, a garden, and a would-be community center. Another young man has adopted eight lots and bought three more to begin an operation that grows produce and trains eager young people. A Capuchin monastery operates community gardens spanning twenty-four lots.

The gardens are everywhere. You almost can’t drive anywhere in Detroit without seeing one.

A corporation named Compuware is establishing a community garden downtown.
A woman—with the aid of a church group—has started a small fruit and vegetable store in a neighborhood that boasts twenty-three liquor stores, but only one grocery store. Daily this new venture sends out a truck that sells to residents in a two-mile radius, providing produce to a neighborhood in which only half the households own cars. The truck also sells wholesale to five of the liquor stores.

“Food is central,” says one of the leaders of Detroit’s garden movement. “Justice, security, a sense of community, and more intelligent land use have become integral to the food system. Here, local food isn’t just hip, it’s a unifying factor not only among African-Americans and whites but between them. Food is an issue on which it seems everyone can agree, and this is a lesson for all of us.”
Sing praise to God, the gardener
Whose labors never cease
To make beneath the Tree of Life
For all the weary, peace.


On this Advent Sunday, may those words become our song of praise. Praise to the gardener God who nurtures us and, in turn, calls us to help with the transformative work of growing justice and joy in the world. Amen.
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