
When a tree falls at Southdown… 
By Ray Dlugos OSA, PhD 
 
A tree fell at Southdown and didn’t make much of noise.  On Friday morning, August 27 
at about 9:00 AM, the large Manitoba Maple tree that majestically adorned the lawn in 
front of Emmanuel House and the Carter Center split in two and half of it crashed to the 
ground.  There was no wind storm or lightning strike to blame.  Instead the broken tree 
revealed extensive disease from the inside out that finally weakened it to the point of 
falling. 
 
My first thought on seeing the fallen tree was to see it as metaphor of the reality that 
sometimes things beautiful on the outside can still be corrupt and rotten inside.  The daily 
scripture readings of the week during which that tree fell were filled with Jesus’ 
accusations of the Pharisees as whitened sepulchres, beautiful on the outside yet filled 
with the bones of the dead.  Looking at that fallen tree as a potential Pharisee, I wondered 
about old and venerable things slowly being corrupted from inside out while appearing 
majestic and strong, lively and powerful.  History, even more so than that tree, has taught 
us many times about the inevitability of this fate for empires, cultures, churches, 
businesses, and even families. That kind of inner corruption comes from losing sight of 
purpose, ideals, and values in the service of something greater than ourselves in order to 
attend primarily to the satisfaction of narcissistic entitlement to power, privilege, and 
condescending superiority. 
 
But somehow I could not bring myself to see this tree as self-corrupting.  That tree was 
beautiful and its beauty was in the service of others.  It provided great shade for relaxing, 
reading, or conversation.  It kept Emmanuel House cool.  It had become a symbolic 
memory for many who have spent time here.  It had history much longer than any of us 
alive today.  That tree presided over this place of healing.  It stood silent as people 
opened themselves to reveal pain, anger, shame, and grief.  It listened without judgment 
to countless confessions and received with tenderness emotions still too raw to trust to 
other human beings.  It was always here and so easily taken for granted until we sought it 
out for some comfort and solace.  It had the ability to silently shake us from self-
absorption to an understanding that we are only a small part of great universe whose story 
and meaning is so much greater than ourselves.  In its vocation of mediating between 
heaven and earth, perhaps that tree had been absorbing the pain and anguish of those who 
passed under it.  Maybe the illness that infected that tree was the result of taking into 
itself the toxicity and distress of others. 
 
After all, where do the effects of trauma go when we are finally able to be free from 
them?  What happens to the reservoirs of resentment that we have stored to fuel our 
efforts toward self-destruction when we finally choose to release them?  What becomes 
of the pent-up anger once released?  Where do the blankets of shame go when we have 
shed them to reveal our truest, albeit vulnerable selves? What might be for us the 
Gerasene swine herd (Mark 5: 11-13) that surrendered its life so that we might be free 
from the demons that torture us?   
 



 
The words of Isaiah come to mind: 
 
 Yet it was our infirmities that he bore, 
 our sufferings that he endured, 
 while we thought of him as one stricken, 
 as one smitten by God and afflicted, 
 but he was pierced for our offenses,  

crushed for our sins, 
upon him was the chastisement that makes us whole, 
by his stripes we were healed (Isaiah 53: 4-5). 

 
Trees do that for us in many ways.  We are told that the antidote to the toxins we pour 
into our environment is to plant more trees.  Trees absorb the poisonous carbon dioxide 
and then transform it into life-giving oxygen.  This great tree that has fallen may have 
given its life that we may have life in more fullness and freedom.  Silently, it has 
performed a truly messianic function, living as the least of all and the servant of all and 
finally giving its life that others might live.  Rotting from the inside out is not always a 
sign of corruption.  Suffering and death are the inevitable fate of both good and evil, 
selfish and selfless.  The difference is whether the suffering is healing or hurting to the 
world, whether the death is destructive or life-giving.  
 
We have lost a great tree at Southdown.  We will miss it greatly.  It will leave a hole in 
our landscape that will not easily be filled.  It will take far longer than any of us will live 
for another tree of equal stature to replace this one.  Like all holes left by loss, it can 
appear to be quite empty.  But when we are willing to enter the reality of those holes, we 
are likely to find ourselves able to fill them with gratitude and love.  We might also find 
that emptiness is still filled with wisdom and comfort for us.  That great tree has done 
much for Southdown and its mission of healing and restoration and has given its life in 
the process.  In doing so, it has taught us lessons about dignity, compassion, care, 
strength, weakness, and most of all, service for the sake of something greater than itself.      
 
The good news is that we have many trees at Southdown all joining us in the effort of 
healing broken hearts and spirits.  It took the death of a particularly great tree to tell us 
that our mission is one that we possess in earthen vessels to make it clear that its 
surpassing power comes from God and not from us (2 Corinthians 4: 7). 
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