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Scripture: Psalm 13:1-6

“How long, O Lord? Will thou forget me for ever?” (Psalm 13:1)

The morning sun, which was just beginning to peek over the top of the hills to the east,
cast a few sentinel rays into the room where the man slept. It was enough to wake him. He
rose from his bed, silently slipped into his work clothes, and unlatched the door of his humble
cottage. His wife and children were still sleeping.

The man stepped outside into the cool, crisp air, and surveyed the expanse of relatively
flat land that extended from his back door all the way to the woods. His glance rested
momentarily on the well-tended vegetable garden, the produce of which fed his family and his
animals and the elderly couple that lived just down the road. Then his gaze was drawn to the
field that stretched from his vegetable garden to the woods. It was bare. Nothing but faint
traces of nice, neat rows of rich dark earth.

The man filled the portable watering tank, strapped it to his back, and began his early
morning ritual. He walked up and down the barely distinguishable rows, stopping regularly to
soak a particular spot on the ground. It took several refills of the tank to complete his task, but
before long it was finished. He set the tank down on the ledge next to the cistern, washed his
hands and face, and walked back into the house.

His strange early-morning ritual had not escaped the notice of his neighbors, who, as
farmers, also arose early. When they got together to talk about the weather, the crops, and to
share a pot of hot tea, the conversation inevitably found its way back to the man.

“How long has he been doing this?”
“I’m not sure, but I know it has been at least two, maybe three years.”
“It is sad that he wastes his time weeding and watering a barren field.”
“It is said that he did this before he came here, when he lived in another part of China.”
“When we ask him why he does this, he just shrugs and tells us that, according to the I

Ching, we must learn to be patient. We must develop the inner strength to persist
even, or especially, in difficult times.”

“Personally, I think he is a little crazy.”

We are going through a difficult time. The coronavirus pandemic, which has claimed
millions of lives world-wide, shows little sign of abating. Few of us have escaped unscathed;
few of us have not had a family member or friend who has not suffered or died from
complications attendant to this virus.

We initially hoped that this affliction would be over in several months. We hoped that
we would be able to resume worship as the gathered church by Easter. We convinced
ourselves that our lives would certainly have returned to normal by summer. We heard the
warning voices of the scientists telling us that this could be more of a marathon than a sprint.
But we chose not to take the suggested metaphor to heart.



We are now approaching two years of struggle with this invisible enemy. It has
wounded our economy, disrupted our children’s education, deprived us of communal rituals
that were more meaningful to us than we had realized, isolated us from each other, and left us
living in fear. Never before have we had to look at every person we encountered as a potential
carrier of illness or death; never before have we had to look at ourselves this way. As Pogo said
so many years ago, “We have met the enemy, and it is us.”

We say, or at least we think, “I am tired of this pandemic. I’ve had enough. It’s time to
go back to normal.” And so, we do. We engage in activities that put our own health and the
health and lives of others at risk, cleverly rationalizing our choices. And the coronavirus
continues to spread, to mutate into variants. We know that 75% of the recent surge in
hospitalizations and an even higher percentage of the recent coronavirus deaths occur with
people who have not been vaccinated, and yet so many of us resist the very thing that would
help us return our individual and collective lives to normal.

In times like these, in addition to drawing from the guidance and resources of science
and medicine, the resources offered by local, state, and federal government, in addition to
making sure that underserved populations or demographics both in our country and around the
world receive the same first-rate protections and medical interventions that we enjoy, in
addition to becoming aware of how deeply intertwined our lives have become, how fragile and
arbitrary the boundaries between states, countries, and even parts of the world, we are
ultimately thrown back to our own inner resources. Each one of us is going through this as an
individual. We need to call upon or perhaps even develop a deep inner strength to help us find
our individual and collective way through this dark and confusing time.

It is in this light that I wish to share a parable with you. Perhaps you already know it. It
is the Parable of the Chinese Bamboo Tree.

I am framing this lesson as a parable because the sharing is in the form of a spiritual
reflection. However, it is technically not a parable. Jesus taught in parables. A parable, like a
myth, is a story that may or may not be true on the outside, but it is profoundly true on the
inside. It may or may not be historically, factually true, but it is psychologically and spiritually
true.

Jesus tells us that two people built houses for themselves and their families. One
person built his/her house on a rock, the other on sand. When the storms of life hit, the house
built on sand was washed away and everyone in it perished. The house that was built on the
rock stood fast.

Was Jesus referring to two people he knew who built their houses on different
foundations? Probably not. But is it true that the foundation on which we build our “houses,”
our lives, our meaning in life is important? Definitely! If we find the grounding for our life in
the “rock,” in “the firm foundation,” we will not only survive the storms of life, we will hopefully
be able to rise above them and grow through them.

The Parable of the Chinese Bamboo Tree is somewhat different. It is a true story. It is
true on the outside as well as the inside. Then again, why should we be surprised that an
eternal truth should find expression in the field of space and time? The truth that we, all of us,
are material and spiritual beings, that we are both human and divine became evident, became



incarnate in the birth of Jesus of Nazareth. The truth that we can overcome death, that we can
experience rebirth from the many deaths that we experience in this life became incarnate in
Jesus’ death and resurrection. Why should we be surprised that an eternal truth should
somehow find a way to incarnate, to appear in the realm of space and time?

The reproductive seed of a type of bamboo tree, endemic to China, is encased in a shell
that is so hard that when planted, it does nothing but survive for almost five years. I suppose
the botanical reproductive system that found expression in such a hard shell for the seed had
an evolutionary value; it may have helped the tree survive times of severe drought, cold, or
even forest fires. The impenetrable outer shell helped this kernel to stay alive even during
extended times of extreme climatic conditions. The reproductive system of the Chinese
bamboo tree, in itself, contains a lesson for us.

Many of us have suffered from childhood, adolescent, or adult trauma. Among others,
the Jungian psychoanalyst Donald Kalsched, in his book Trauma and the Soul, has suggested
that immediately following our experience of deep trauma, trauma so psychically troubling that
the event or its memory could not be integrated into consciousness, a self-protective
mechanism unconsciously sprang into action. Our “inner guardian” constructed a system of
defenses that enabled the inner core of our psyche, our identity, to remain safe. It basically did
its best to protect our soul.

However, this system of defenses, in its ongoing effort to keep us from getting hurt,
eventually becomes a barrier between us and life, between us and other people, between us
and vulnerability, between us and intimacy, between us and love. These barriers, these walls
that surround and enclose us, must come down if we are to live the deeply feeling, deeply
meaningful life that God intends for us.

But that’s not the point. The point is that the seed of the bamboo tree, when planted,
remains dormant for several years. Nothing happens in the first year, the second, the third year
or the fourth. However, even though it appears that nothing is happening, you need to water
that little seed; you need to take away the weeds and care for it. And you must do this
continuously for approximately five years. You must do this again and again, day after day,
week after week, month after month, year after year for five years—despite seeing no tangible
results from your labor!

Seeing no results from your labor. Experiencing no personal gratification from your
labor. This type of horticulture, this type of agriculture, this type of farming would certainly
present a challenge to most of us. We live in a time and a culture of instant gratification. We
want what we want, and we want it now! Businesses and industries are judged not from a
long-range perspective, but by the bottom line of their quarterly reports. Why persist? When
the going gets rough, we can always quit.

Let’s get back to the bamboo tree. In the fifth year, the shell begins to dissolve,
enabling the seed to break through the soil and begin its upward growth. And grow, it does! In
fact, the Chinese bamboo tree has been recorded as growing upwards of three feet a day,
almost ninety feet in about a month. Apparently, you can literally stand there and watch it
shoot up! It has been timed at approximately one inch of growth every forty minutes.



During the five-year period that it took the seed to germinate, in the time it took the
shell to dissolve and the seed to emerge, if the person who planted the seed had stopped
watering it and had not prevented weeds from draining all the nutrients from the soil, the little
seed would have died. If the planter had become impatient; if he/she had become tired of
waiting and dug up the seed to see what was taking it so long to bear fruit, the little seed would
have died. If the planter, one day, were to come to the conclusion that he/she had had just
about enough and had walked away in disgust, the little seed would have died.

The true story of the Chinese bamboo tree is obviously also a parable. It is a lesson in
the importance of patience. It is a lesson in the importance of perseverance. It is a parable for
us and our time.

In the little vignette, the man’s neighbors didn’t understand how he could persist in
what appeared to them to be such a meaningless venture. They thought he must be a little
daffy, a little odd, a little eccentric. He might even be crazy. But the man was not crazy. He
just knew something that his neighbors did not know. He drew from a deeper source of
wisdom, a wisdom that helped him day after day, week after week, month after month, and
even year after year not to give up hope. His actions were an expression not only of hope, but
also of trust—trust in a power greater than himself.

Even though our little friend drew from the wisdom of the I Ching, do you really think
that he never had any doubts about his venture? Wouldn’t you have doubts? Maybe
everybody else is right and he is wrong. Maybe he really is crazy. I believe that the man
persists not because he had no doubts; he persists in spite of his doubts.

The Tao te Ching tells us that “the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single
step.” An alternative reading tells us that this journey begins “beneath our feet.” Another tells
us that it begins “with a single breath deeply drawn.” One step at a time. Alcoholics
Anonymous counsels us to ask God for the strength to remain sober just for today. Just for
today. That’s all I am asking. However, I’ll probably be back to you again tomorrow morning!

Many of the psalms contain rich expressions of faith. However, since they draw from
times when the Israelites were in captivity, they also contain expressions of doubt, impatience,
even anger. “How long, O God, how long will this continue?” “How long will I have to suffer at
the hands of my enemies?” “Are you really there, God? Have you forgotten me?”

The 13th psalm is such a psalm. The psalmist wonders aloud whether God has forgotten
him. He wonders whether God has hidden his face from his beloved people. He gives
expression to his pain, the pain in his soul, the sorrow in his heart through his psalm. He gives
expression to the feelings with which we struggle when we are passing through dark and
difficult times.

Think back to how the psalm ends. It ends on a note of hope. It ends on a note of trust.
It ends with a note of joy, even during the dark and difficult times that the psalmist and his
people were enduring. The psalmist says,

But I have trusted in thy steadfast love;
my heart shall rejoice in thy salvation.

I will sing to the Lord,



because he has dealt bountifully with me.

We are going through dark and difficult times. These are the times that try our souls.
Just when we seem to be getting a glimpse of light at the end of the tunnel, we discover that it
is the light of an oncoming train! There are times when we feel alone. But we are not alone.
God is with us and is trying to guide us through an ordeal that is lasting longer than we thought
or hoped.

How we handle the little piece of life that is entrusted to us is important. We may not
be able to do much, but we can light a candle. We know that it is better to light a candle than
to curse the darkness. Our light is a little light; it is ephemeral, a flicker of a candle in the
darkness of all eternity. But in lighting our little candle, we have changed the universe. We
change it a little more when we share this light with others.

If that little Chinese man could tend that unseen seed for five years, hoping and trusting
that if he did his part faithfully it would bear fruit, we can be patient with life, other people, and
ourselves. (Actually, not too patient with ourselves!) We can persevere in doing what we know
we need to do.

When we have those difficult days, and we all have them, we should think back to the
Parable of the Chinese Bamboo Tree. It may help us be patient. It may help us persevere. It
may help us tend to the seed that will bear new life, that will find expression in growth that is
beyond anything we can imagine!
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