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THE PLANTING OF THE LORD 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

 

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 

The Year of the Lord's Favor 

61 The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 

    because the Lord has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor; 

    he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, 

to proclaim liberty to the captives, 

    and the opening of the prison to those who are bound; 

2 to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor, 

    and the day of vengeance of our God; 

    to comfort all who mourn; 

3 to grant to those who mourn in Zion— 

    to give them a beautiful headdress instead of ashes, 

the oil of gladness instead of mourning, 

    the garment of praise instead of a faint spirit; 

that they may be called oaks of righteousness, 

    the planting of the Lord, that he may be glorified. 

4 They shall build up the ancient ruins; 

    they shall raise up the former devastations; 

they shall repair the ruined cities, 

    the devastations of many generations. 
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In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

 

If you were compared to a tree, what kind of tree would you be?  

 

A pecan tree, because you’re a little nutty sometimes?  

A pineapple tree, the symbol of hospitality, because you’re a welcoming person?  

Or maybe you would be a sycamore, because you’re always dropping things?  

 

Here in Isaiah 61:3, all of God’s people are called oak trees. “…that they may be 

called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord…” (Isaiah 61:3) Does God think of 

you as an oak, or is this verse trying to tell us something else?  The tree is more than 80 

years old. It is an American elm. It stands in downtown Oklahoma City, surrounded by 

other trees and overlooking a reflecting pool. Years ago, it provided the only shade for 

a downtown parking lot. People would arrive to work early just to be able to park 

under the shade of its branches.  

 

But on April 19, 1995, this shade tree was only a few hundred feet from where a 4000 

pound was detonated. When the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building was destroyed by 

the bomb blast, this elm tree was also nearly destroyed. The tree was left in terrible 

shape. At first, authorities thought the best thing to do was to chop the tree down. 

They thought it would die anyway, and they needed to recover the evidence that 

was hanging from its branches. But the families of those 168 people who were killed by 

this act of terrorism and the families of the hundreds of people who were rescued from 

the collapsed building did not want the tree chopped down. Nor, did they want the 

tree to die. They wanted it to be part of the memorial that was to be built on the site of 

the bombing. So, after evidence was retrieved from the tree, Mark Bays, an urban 

forester for the State of Oklahoma, was called upon for his expertise. The asphalt that 

lined the parking lot was pulled away from the tree to begin improving the conditions 

around it. Then, a state of the art system was installed that allows the tree to receive 

the appropriate amount of water and air. Today, the tree still stands and is called The 

Survivor Tree. 
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I don’t know about you, but I find that 

ironic. To me, the idea of survival or of a 

survivor is about the person as an 

individual… a single individual. I am a 

survivor. I am a survivor. That’s all about 

the person as an individual, as if that 

person or thing made it through a terrible 

ordeal all on their own.  

 

The truth in Oklahoma City was that the community came together in amazing ways. 

When the bomb went off, people didn’t run from the blast. They ran to the site to see if 

they could help. When food and batteries and all manner of things were requested for 

the rescue workers, there was a line of cars miles long of Oklahoma citizens bringing 

what they could to help out. In those difficult hours and days and months there was 

example after example of no one in Oklahoma City having to stand-alone or survive 

alone. The community came together, came to the rescue, even when it came to 

that tree. So why was that tree named The Survivor Tree? Why wasn’t it named The 

Rescue Tree?  

 

What is it about us humans that even in our time of greatest need and dependence 

upon others we must insist on seeing ourselves as individuals and insist that we are 

standing on our own feet, and so should everyone else? Isn’t that the very kind of 

thinking that led Timothy McVeigh to detonate that bomb? He decided to right what 

he considered a wrong, on his own, apart from any kind of rational thinking, splintered 

off from the larger community. Instead of working in concert with the larger 

community towards seeking solutions for the country’s failings, he acted alone. And 

look what happened. 

 

Perhaps I am overreacting to rugged individualism. Yet, there was another tree that 

could be called The Survivor Tree. God called it The Tree of the Knowledge of Good 

and Evil.  Adam and Eve were told that they were not to eat from it. They were only 

human. They needed each other as a helpmeet and what’s more they needed God, 
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their Creator. Why did they then eat of that tree? They decided they didn’t need God. 

They could stand on their own.  

 

 

 

 

When they stood accused before God, in their moment of greatest need, Adam 

decided he didn’t need Eve. He blamed her. He insisted on standing apart from her. 

He insisted on seeing himself as an individual apart from her. It wasn’t his fault. It was 

hers. In his mind he would survive. Eve may have thought the same as she blamed the 

serpent. She would survive. Well, they couldn’t survive! They would now die. They 

needed to be rescued. Still they insisted on seeing themselves as individuals, not in 

need of each other or God. They were survivors.  

 

Then, there is still another tree. That one, too, could be called The Survivor Tree. It is 

easily recognized by all as The Christmas Tree.  In this season of the Christmas tree, 

each of us hears the call to rejoice, to be joyful, to be glad. This is Rejoice Sunday, 

after all. Today we hear Paul instruct the Thessalonians to rejoice always. We hear 

Isaiah telling Israel that the Lord’s Anointed One will give them the oil of gladness 

instead of mourning. We feel compelled, even under pressure to put a smile on, to get 

in the festive spirit. After all, it’s Christmas!! 

 

Still, we wonder how we can be glad when we don’t feel well, or when we’re in pain, 

or when we’re suffering from depression, or when we know that our nation is not 

impenetrable even from our own people, when no building is terrorist-proof, when 

earthquakes topple cities, tornadoes wipe whole neighborhoods off the map, and 

tsunamis sweep coastal towns out to sea. We wonder how we can be joyful when 

people are picking through the pieces of smoking rubble trying to salvage something 

of their existence or picking through the pieces of their broken life to find some sense 

of meaning. We wonder how we can be joyful when people are weeping beside fresh 

graves.  

 

Still we insist on being survivors. Each of us will just get through the holidays the best he 

or she can. It doesn’t occur to us that we were never meant to be joyful as individuals.  
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It doesn’t occur to us that joy is experienced in community, with other followers of 

Jesus.  

 

 

Even Jesus when He was born did not come to this earth to stand alone as an 

individual. God put Jesus in a community. He was born to a mother and father, in the 

town of Bethlehem, the hometown of Joseph’s kin, and so Jesus’ birth was most likely 

surrounded by Joseph’s relatives. He was raised in the community of Nazareth, where 

the local synagogue rabbi would share the responsibility for His education and His 

father and probably other adults in His family would share in training Him in His trade of 

carpentry.  

 

In adulthood Jesus didn’t go from town to town alone. God gave Him disciples. 

Particularly the Twelve were with Him nearly all the time. The one time Jesus was truly 

alone was when that mysterious community of Three Persons was broken. The only 

time Jesus stood on His own two feet was when He was hanging from a cross, forsaken 

by His Father. Even then was that tree, was the cross a survivor tree? Did Jesus survive, 

standing on His own? 

 

No, He died.  But, the Father would rescue His Son from the grave. Jesus was raised by 

the glory of the Father, Romans 6:4. By that resurrection we are assured that we don’t 

have to be survivors just getting through things on our own as best we can. Rather, the 

resurrection says that Jesus’ death on the tree rescues us from sin, eternal death, and 

having to stand on our own. Now we are in Christ. United to Him. We are not alone. 

United to Him we have community with Jesus and with His followers. You are not a 

survivor tree, standing on your own. In Isaiah 61, when God’s people are referred to as 

oak trees, it’s in the plural. “Oaks of righteousness.” Oaks. Plural. Not standing alone.  

 

This planting of the Lord is a planting together… to lean on one another. Encouraging 

each other. Rescuing each other when the time comes. Having joy together. If you 

look again at our picture of The Survivor Tree in Oklahoma City, you can see there are 

other trees around it. It does not stand-alone today, and it did not stand-alone on April 

19, 1995. It was rescued, and so are we.  
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We are rescued by Jesus at His tree, rescued from rugged individualism by being in 

Christ, members of His Body the Church. We are rescued from sadness and bitterness 

by our brothers and sisters in Christ, whom the Holy Spirit places around us in our life 

together, in our worship, in our work together in this neighborhood, in our meals 

together, in our singing together in the homes of our shut-ins, in our sending each other 

cards and phone calls, in our praying together through our prayer chain. As a body, as 

a community, Jesus gives us joy. We are, in Christ, oaks of righteousness, the planting of 

the Lord. The kind of tree we are is rescue trees. Let us rejoice together.    

 

 Amen 


