THE STORY OF THE TREE

By Cyndi Lamb Curry

Gideon was a young boy born in Africa. From as early as he can remember he loved to be outside with his mother…walking, helping in the garden, collecting water, and gathering wood. He would often play and run among the trees helping his mother to find the best wood. Gideon began to notice something very peculiar about the trees. While many of them looked different on the outside, when they were cut down – to the stump - they looked similar on the inside.  They all had rings that circled inside of them. Some circles were wide and thick. Other rings were so thin he could hardly see them, but still they were there.

He began to question his mother about the rings. “What do the rings mean? Why are they different sizes and even different shapes?” he would ask her over and over.

While she had always noticed the rings, she had never asked about them. The mother was proud of her young son’s curiosity so she took him to the wisest man in the village. 

He sat slowly down on a bench and motioned for Gideon to sit at his feet. This is the story he told the boy:

“A tree is a very special gift from God. It brings life to others – it provides shelter in building homes, shade when it is hot, fruit for us to eat, tools we need for work, and fire to keep us warm and cook our food. We are very thankful for trees.”

Now picking up a piece of the tree stump, he ran his hand over it. “Look, my son, at the center of the tree, the pith. This is the tree’s strongest part and has been with the tree from its beginning. This determines the kind of tree it is – a gum tree or a jacaranda. This is the very heart and soul of the tree that never changes.

“Now look at the rings…one for each year the tree has been alive. Let’s count them.” The elderly man took the boys fingers and guided them across each ring from the center, counting with him, “One, two, three, four, five six, seven. This tree is seven-years-old. That’s the same age as you, right Gideon?” The boy nodded shyly.

“Your mother tells me that you’ve noticed the different sizes of the rings. That’s a very good observation. You are a clever little boy. Let me tell you about them. The skinny rings show that during this year there was not much growth. There might have been a drought, harsh weather or other circumstances that made life very hard for the tree. A difficult year. But the tree remained standing strong. The fat rings show that this was a good year. There was plenty of rain, sunshine, and nourishment. There was enough of what the tree needed to grow quickly and strong. 

“Also, look here,” said the wise man, pointing to a spot on the tree. “This mark on the tree is a wound…some kind of injury to the tree. It might have been a lightening strike, disease, damage from a storm, or someone might have cut a gash into the tree. Something hurt the tree and left the wound. Yet the tree continued to live. To grow. To thrive. The wound began to heal and new, fresh growth began to surround and close-up the wound. It didn’t happen overnight. It took time, sometimes several years. All the while, the tree remained strong because of its center - the pith – the heart and soul of the tree. It remained unchanged from its original beginning. 

“Do you understand, Gideon?” the old man asked.

“I think so,” he said. “Thank you for telling me the story of the tree.”

Before they left, the wise man gave Gideon a slice of the tree to take with him. To help him remember the story of the tree. Gideon and his mother began the long walk back home. Gideon carried the slice of tree under his arm. All the way he thought of the wise man’s words. Once back home Gideon put the tree slice near his mat where he lay down every night. It would be the last thing he saw each evening and the first thing he saw each morning. He looked at it every day. He continued to grow, to help his mother gather the wood, and to think about the story.

As he became older, Gideon realized that the story of the tree was also a story about him. He began to notice that in his own life he had good and bad times. He experienced pain and sadness. He had days of happiness and joy. Yet, he realized that who he was inside remained the same. The person God created – just like the pith of the tree – was strong and unchanging. He saw that over time his wounds began to heal. He learned that even though bad things might happen in his life, they didn’t have to defeat him. God, his maker, would continue to help him heal and recover and grow even stronger. 

Gideon began to share his story with others. He would tell of his sorrow and loss. But also of his growth, healing, and recovery. He realized that just as God created the tree to give life, he also could help bring life to others by sharing his discovery of the story of the tree.

