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Introduction: The Tree of Life in Lent
Many world religions use the image of the tree of life when depicting their central beliefs and 
values. For Christians, that tree of life is the cross. This suggestion for Lenten devotions 
focuses on the biblical use of the tree of life. Each week, a biblical passed will cast some light 
on the cross of Christ as our tree of life.

“San Clemente” 13th-Century mosaic
As in the Gospel of John, the Virgin Mary and John stand near the cross on which Christ is 
crucified, but, like the tree of life, the cross fills the earth with its life-filled leaves and gives 
nesting places for the birds of the air.
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February 24
The story in Genesis 2-3 imagines that the first humans were immortal, and only after they sinned 
were they denied fruit from the tree of life. In Lent, we know ourselves to be mortals who repeatedly 
cut ourselves off from the life God gives.

Genesis 2:8-9, 15-18; 3:22-24

And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the man 
whom he had formed. Out of the ground the Lord God made to grow every tree that is 
pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, 
and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it. And
the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 
but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that 
you eat of it you shall die.’ 

Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a
helper as his partner.’ 

Then the Lord God said, ‘See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and 
evil; and now, he might reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, 
and live for ever’— therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to 
till the ground from which he was taken. He drove out the man; and at the east of the 
garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a sword flaming and turning to guard the 
way to the tree of life. 



March 3
In the art and poetry of the ancient Near East, powerful nations and their monarchs were likened to 
the tree of life. Using this imagery, the prophet promises that God will “bring low the high tree” and 
“make high the low tree” (Ezek. 17:24). In Lent, we look to the cross as the “low tree” that will give life 
to all the world.

Ezekiel 17:22-24

Thus says the Lord God:
I myself will take a sprig
   from the lofty top of a cedar;
   I will set it out.
I will break off a tender one
   from the topmost of its young twigs;
I myself will plant it
   on a high and lofty mountain. 
On the mountain height of Israel
   I will plant it,
in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit,
   and become a noble cedar.
Under it every kind of bird will live;
   in the shade of its branches will nest
   winged creatures of every kind. 
All the trees of the field shall know
   that I am the Lord.
I bring low the high tree,
   I make high the low tree;
I dry up the green tree
   and make the dry tree flourish.
I the Lord have spoken;
   I will accomplish it. 



March 10
In some poetry of the ancient Near East, wisdom was likened to a great woman in the skies who 
guided people toward righteous living. For the Hebrew people, this Wise Woman was the Torah. In 
Lent, we can see Christ as this Wisdom, a tree of life for us.

Proverbs 3:13-18

Happy are those who find wisdom,
   and those who get understanding, 
for her income is better than silver,
   and her revenue better than gold. 
She is more precious than jewels,
   and nothing you desire can compare with her. 
Long life is in her right hand;
   in her left hand are riches and honour. 
Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
   and all her paths are peace. 
She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her;
   those who hold her fast are called happy. 

March 17
Mark’s gospel turns upside down the ancient image of the tree of life: the mustard bush is no great 
tree, but rather an annual plant. In Lent, we gather around the cross, which is like a mere mustard 
bush. Yet we see it as our tree of life, taking nest in its branches and being nourished by baptismal 
waters.

Mark 4:30-32

He also said, ‘With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we 
use for it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest
of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of 
all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in 
its shade.’



March 24
In writing to the believers in Galatia, Paul contrasted the life of the flesh – that is, each 
person focused only on the self – with the fruit of the Spirit. This fruit of the Spirit 
sustains us for lives of service to others. In Lent, we who are baptized gather around 
the cross as our tree of life, where we receive these Spirit-centered fruits.

Galatians 5:16-26

Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the flesh 
desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for 
these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. But if you 
are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. Now the works of the flesh are 
obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy,
anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like 
these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not 
inherit the kingdom of God. 

By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. And 
those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and 
desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. Let us not become 
conceited, competing against one another, envying one another. 


