
 
From the time I was diagnosed with cancer in late April 2015 in San 

Jose, my prayer had been that God would use my situation to help 

others. So, I took some of my downtime to reflect theologically and 

write about the journey I was taking through cancer treatment. I 

bought a parks pass so I could do that reflection in the redwoods at 

Henry Cowell State Park in Felton. The treatments are done and the 

cancer is gone, but I keep returning to the trees for more therapy!  – 

Pastor Rebecca 

 

 

June 5, 2015 

I drove to Felton this morning to run at Henry Cowell. I don't like 

running on asphalt but there are only a few dog-friendly trails at the 

park, and the longest one is paved. Nevertheless, getting to be with 

trees more than makes up for not getting to run on dirt.  

 

The clouds were low and the forest seemed more lush than usual today. As I made my 

way up to the overlook on Pipeline Road, I could see the bright new growth on the 

redwood branches, and I could 

smell the rich, dank odor of dead 

wood and leaves. And while it 

was easy to notice the death 

around me, I could see that it 

was all steeped in life. The forest 

was utterly pulsing with the 

dance of living and dying, and I 

was a part of it and it was a part 

of me. And it was amazing. 

 

It made me think that every one 

of us is like a forest that is both 

living and dying in every 

moment. And the deaths we are 

experiencing are as precious and beautiful as the life we are living. Redwood trees know 

this, and I will need to remember it as they pump my veins full of poison a week from 

Monday. Let the trees teach me: My body is a redwood forest and even if it feels like I'm 



dying, I still belong in the dance of the living and there is no part of the process that is not 

amazing. 

June 10, 2015 

Before heading out to the trees, I 

glanced at the paper this morning long 

enough to notice that the Obama 

Administration had expanded the 

boundaries of two marine sanctuaries off 

the coast of Northern California (Cordell 

Bank and Farallones). Later, as I walked 

the dog through the forest of second-

growth redwoods, I gave thanks for the 

Welch family that preserved the old 

growth grove that would become the 

heart of Henry Cowell Redwoods State 

Park.  

 

I was thinking that I wished I could be 

protected like these trees are as I prepare 

to head into the first week of treatment. I 

began singing the old song, "Lord, 

prepare me to be a sanctuary, pure and 

holy, tried and true." And I looked at the 

evidence left by loggers long ago and 

prayed that God would issue some 

proclamation that would declare my spirit a sanctuary and protect it from the dangers of 

sharp tools and the encroachment of environmental toxins.  

 

From the time I was first diagnosed, my prayer has not been a prayer for a cure for the 

cancer but for protection from its corrosive effects on my spirit and on my faith. More 

than anything I want to preserve the health of my faith as if it were an old growth forest 

that has withstood fire, drought, and disease. If God declares my spirit a sanctuary, no 

cancer can touch it, no chemo can pollute it, no sickness can destroy it. "With 

thanksgiving, I'll be a living sanctuary for you." 

 

 

June 17, 2015 

A week ago, I found myself walking through the redwoods, not running, because I had 

surgery to insert a chemo port in my left shoulder a few days before, and it was too 

swollen and painful to move that fast. It got me to thinking about scars and how many 



more of them I have now. In fact, I could tell you my life story through scars, and I bet 

you could tell me yours. 

 

There's the scar on my right ankle where they put the IV when I was hospitalized with 

spinal meningitis at 18 months. The curious thing is that the scar today is much bigger 

than it could have been back then. I guess it grew with me as some scars do. Then there 

are the scars on my neck from the experimental implant I had when they were trying to 

stop the seizures. I'll have a scar on top of one of those scars because that's where the port 

went in. Sometimes, we get wounded in the same places over and over again. 

 

My other new scars are under my arm where they removed the lymph nodes and across 

my right breast where they removed the tumor. I join the ranks of millions of women 

with medals of honor like these.  

When I lose my hair, you'll be able to see more scars. A little one on top of my head 

where I was hit by an elevated gas tank (the kind you see on farms) because I had tied my 

horse to the stand on which it was mounted, not knowing it was empty and not knowing 

my horse would shy and pull it over. I ran under the tank to keep it from hitting the horse, 

of course. Not my first permanent head damage (PhD) and not my last! Then there is the 

long, elegant scar that curves around my temple and down in front of my ear from the 

brain surgery. I'm proud of that one and now I will be able to show it off.  

 

I'm thinking about scars here at Henry Cowell because all 

the biggest, oldest and most beautiful redwood trees in 

the forest have plenty of them. And they could tell a 

story, too. The trees could tell us about all the fires, 

floods, and windstorms that they have weathered over 

hundreds of years. And we can plainly see how they were 

shaped and misshaped by them and have become ever 

more impressive in the process.  

 

The valuable burls that poachers cut and sell to make into 

tabletops are the trees' way of dealing with life-

threatening wounds. Burls are filled with masses of 

dormant buds (yes, they liken them to tumors) that will 

reproduce when the parent tree is damaged or dies.  



 

I am learning that there is truth in them thar trees. For it is 

true that within our own scarred and wounded souls are 

the dormant seeds of new growth if we are brave enough 

to go deep and tend them with patience. 

 

In one sense, my scars are my life, because no significant 

growth has ever happened in me that wasn't spurred on 

by some visible or invisible wound or a time of testing 

and dying back. I have new scars now, and the good news 

is that I am looking forward to new growth. Oh, to have a 

spirit as achingly beautiful as these burly, misshapen, 

fire-tested redwoods which despite everything are still 

growing and reaching for the heavens! 

 

 

June 23, 2015 

For years now I have made it a practice to get out into wooded areas three mornings a 

week to run trails to maintain my health—spiritual, mental, and physical. As I like to say, 

"it's cheaper than psychotherapy with fewer side effects than drugs." My running routine 

has taken the place of a regular day off, but the benefits are well worth it. 

 

When I came to the lesson of the fig tree on the first Sunday of Advent last year, I was all 

set for a sermon on "Tree Therapy." In doing sermon prep, I ran across the Japanese 

practice of forest bathing (shinrin yoku) and some studies that concluded that spending 

time in the forest, breathing in chemicals emitted by plants (called phytoncides), 

significantly lowers the stress hormone cortisol and boosts cancer-fighting immune cells 

in your body. The salutary effect lasts for days. I could have told them that. 

 

Then I was diagnosed with cancer in April, and I decided that a part of my treatment 

program would be getting out into trees, even if I couldn't run trails, mainly for my 

spiritual benefit. That's how I found myself again in Henry Cowell Redwoods State Park 

a week after my first chemo treatment. As I was jogging slowly up the hill, I looked 

jealously at the redwood trees, wishing that I had a stomach lining as thick as redwood 

bark so my gut wouldn't hurt so much. 

 

Then I thought that I really needed to stop thinking of chemo as a poison and somehow 

start thinking of it as an agent of healing. Maybe I needed to take a lesson from the 

ascetic practices of Native Americans and monks and mystics who put their body through 

physical stresses in order to achieve higher spiritual states. And I wondered if there was 



not some way to turn these 18 weeks into a Chemo Quest of sorts. Not that I would ever 

have chosen this path, but since I'm on it, the question becomes: what can I do with it? 

 

While I pondered the possibilities, it occurred to me that one of my chemo drugs, 

docetaxel, comes from trees. It is a semi-synthetic drug that is derived from a substance 

found in European Yews (a more available alternative to Taxol, which comes from the 

rare Pacific Yew). So, in a sense, my chemo really is tree therapy. 

 

The European Yew is a long-lived evergreen tree. Its average life span is 400-600 years, 

with some specimens living up to 2,000 years. They are a common sight in church burial 

grounds in the British Isles, France, and northern Spain. Because the yew is almost 

entirely poisonous to humans, it is a potent symbol of death. But because it is so long-

lived, it is also a fitting symbol of eternal life. In short, it is a cancer tree, full of poison 

and promise. So today, I give thanks for this plant, and, by the grace of God, I will try to 

focus less on the poison, more on the promise. 

 

 

July 1, 2015 

Today I went to Pogonip, a city park adjacent to the UC Santa Cruz campus, to run in the 

redwoods. Having heard that millions of trees are dying in California forests, I was 

keeping my eyes open for signs of drought-stressed trees. 

 

The fog was still hanging low like a 

security blanket and indeed it is one. Even 

when redwoods can't pull water from the 

soil, they can pull it from the sky. And that 

benefits not only the trees, but all the 

plants and animals in the forest. Fog drip 

can add 12 inches or more of precipitation 

to the surrounding forest floor. So I thank 

the redwood trees for doing their part to 

get us all through the drought. 

 

And I wonder if I can't do the same to get 

me through this long dry season of cancer. There may come a time when I can't pull the 

living water I need from the soil/soul in which I am planted. But in that case, all I need to 

remember is that I can pull it from the sky. Let the grace of God drip down on me and all 

the living things around me! 

 

 



July 8, 2015 

I was endowed by my Creator with more than my fair share of hair. I have kept it short 

and thinned because I can't stand to have any more of it. I often walk into the beauty 

salon and tell my stylist to "shave it off," and I almost mean it. I've had older ladies, 

sitting in the chair next to me, tear up when they see how much falls to the floor. And I've 

had the stylist call his coworkers over to run their fingers through my hair just to see for 

themselves how thick it is. 

 

Not surprisingly, how I was going to feel about losing all that hair has been one of the big 

questions for me going into chemotherapy. Knowing how strong and stubborn my hair is, 

I wasn't quite convinced that the chemo could conquer it, but it did. 

 

I knew that today would be the day, so I drove to Henry 

Cowell to look at all the trees with their needles and leaves 

before I said goodbye to my hair at home in the shower. 

And as it came out, in handfuls and clumps and completely 

covered my body and the bottom of the tub, my itchy scalp 

began to feel better. I realized that I had been carrying 

around a whole lot of dead hair for a couple of weeks now, 

and I was ready to get rid of it. Then I wondered if trees 

ever feel that way when they drop all their dead leaves. 

 

I wouldn't know because I've always been more like an 

evergreen that sheds needles constantly, but never 

completely. And I've been away from cold climates long 

enough that I've almost forgotten what a stiff wind can do 

to a maple tree in a matter of minutes. 

 

Today, I am not a redwood, but a maple tree, saying 

goodbye to my leaves. But there is less sadness in that 

than I expected, for I realize that neither trees nor people 

need dead things clinging to them. We can't waste any 

more of our life on something that is already dead. We 

have better places to put our energy now. Like trees in 

the Midwest or Montana, we have to survive the winter. 

We have to push our sap down into our roots and make it 

stay there, so that we can spring back to life and get on 

with growing when this long winter is over. 

 



But while our sap is not flowing and we are not growing, we can take this time to 

contemplate other necessary losses, aside from leaves and hair. Hair grows back, but 

there are other dead things in my life, and I don't want them to grow back. By the grace 

of God, chemo will give me the opportunity to shed these things, too. In the meantime, I 

will keep looking to the trees, for they seem to know these things better than we do. 

 

"From the fig tree, learn its lesson..."   Mark 13:28 

 

 

July 16, 2015 

Humans are meaning makers. All you have to do is look at the world's religions to know 

that there is a universal need for rituals that give meaning and depth to our lives. Because 

I have been trying to mine this cancer for all the meaning I can dig out of it, I decided 

that I would create some rituals around it. When I began losing my hair, I saved some of 

it, thinking that I would bring it to the redwoods and bury it there. 

 

We have lots of rituals around death and my hair was certainly dead. But for a week, I 

struggled with whether that was really a good idea. You see, I try to live by the rule 

taught to me by my Boy Scout master father: Leave the campsite (or community, church, 

world) cleaner than you found it. Jogging the trails in our county parks, I frequently stop 

to pick up trash as I go, wishing that all our human messes were so easily cleaned up. 

 

So when I came up with the idea of burying my 

chemo hair, I worried that it might be just 

bringing in more trash that didn't belong there. I 

had to ask myself, what is compelling me to want 

to leave my dead hair in a living forest? Was this 

some kind of fertility rite, and was I "planting" 

my hair so that it would grow back again in the 

spring? I don't think so. More likely, I was hoping 

that my hair would mix with the leaf litter and 

become compost and somehow something that 

was dead for me would one day bring life to other 

creatures. (I did search the internet trying to find 

out if my hair was toxic and whether it would 

harm any plants or animals.) 

 

Forests, as we know, already absorb plenty of our human waste in the form of CO2. 

Redwoods sequester more carbon than any other tree on earth. And there is seven times 



more biomass in an old-growth redwood forest than in a tropical rainforest. Perhaps a 

redwood grove that already absorbs so many of our sins could absorb these toxins, too.  

 

So I took my hair to Henry Cowell and chose a 

burned-out log as my burial place. A carpet of 

redwood sorrel was growing in that old dead 

tree and it looked like amazing grace to me. 

 

Thus, I finally found the reason for the ritual: 

burying my chemo hair in a redwood forest 

reminded me that I can bury all that is toxic to 

me right in the heart of God. God's heart is so 

big (and never burned out) that it can absorb all 

my hurts and failures, all my sorrows and fears. 

It has no biomass, but it is so massively alive 

that it can swallow up all my disease and death. 

You know, I've often thought that I'd love a little cabin in the redwoods, but here in the 

heart of God is just where I want to live and move and have my being.  

 

 

July 22, 2015 

Having grown up in the rain shadow of the Rockies, my biggest complaint about the 

mountains here in California is the poison oak that crawls all over them at the lower 

elevations. There is no poison oak back home, so I didn't even know how allergic I am to 

the oil of this plant until I somehow got into it running with the dog in the hills of 

northern Marin. The rash that broke out on my neck, arms, stomach, and legs kept me 

from sleeping for a solid month one winter. Now, whenever I'm out in open spaces, I'm 

on the lookout for it.  

 



When I run through the redwoods, I'm not just looking 

up at the trees. I'm also looking down at the trail and the 

plants that grow along it. For instance, I just read in the 

news about how the drought has been affecting the 

sword ferns in redwood forests, and sure enough I 

noticed this week that many of them are turning brown. 

But right next to the withered brown of the ferns was the 

vibrant red of my favorite plant: poison oak.  

As soon as I saw it, I instinctively pulled the leash up 

short. Since the chemo is putting poison inside my body, 

I didn't need my dog getting poison on the outside. And 

while I was wishing that it would all just go away and 

leave me alone, I tried to remind myself that poison oak, 

like chemo, does serve a purpose.  

 

In fact, lots of animals use the plant. California Towhees build their nests under it. 

Western pond turtles shelter there when it floods in the winter. Deer munch on the leaves. 

Foxes, squirrels, and birds eat the berries. All in all, wild animals, livestock, and pets 

don't seem to have a problem with poison oak, only people.  

 

However, even people have found uses for this plant. 

Native Americans developed immunity to the poison by 

repeated exposure to it. They were able to use the stems 

for basket weaving and various parts of the plant to treat 

warts, snake bites, ringworm, even dysentery.  

 

That made me wonder whether I could find a use for this 

plant. For one thing, if it weren't for poison oak, I'd 

probably be one of those dog owners who doesn't strictly 

obey the leash laws in our parks. You could say that 

poison oak keeps my dog and me on the trail and on the 

straight and narrow. And I have to say that I've been very 

grateful for that in my three encounters with mountain 

lions this spring and summer!  

 

Is it possible that poison oak could be for me a symbol of protection rather than one of 

peril? As I prepare for Chemo #3 on Monday, I have a hope that I, too, become more 

immune to the side effects of these poisons through repeated exposure to them. At the 

same time, I pray that I will get their full medicinal value. I would never have imagined 

that I could think a kind thought about poison oak, but cancer changes your perspective 



on a lot of things. Nevertheless, I want you to be able to appreciate both chemotherapy 

and poison oak from a very safe distance! Have a great day. 

 

 

August 6, 2015 

I had a close encounter with a coyote yesterday while running at Pogonip in Santa Cruz. 

This city park next to the UCSC campus has a resident population of coyotes, and posted 

signs indicate that they are becoming increasingly unafraid of people. As I was coming 

around a corner, a small coyote, about the same size as my dog, came dashing across the 

trail right in front of us. The coyote seemed just as surprised as we were. Jess, of course, 

wanted to chase it, but a six-foot leash put a quick stop to that. Just seconds later, I 

discovered why the coyote was running. A park ranger in a pickup truck was coming up 

the trail and must have spooked it. 

 

It got me to thinking about all the animals that 

run in the forest. When I first arrived in San Jose 

in 2011, I ran trails south of town. At Santa 

Teresa County Park that first winter, I saw deer, 

coyotes, and feral pigs running around almost 

every day. After a couple of years of very little 

rain, I began to see fewer and fewer of these big 

mammals. And last year, I saw something I 

hadn't seen in over ten years of running trails in 

the Bay Area: my first mountain lion at Calero 

County Park. This year, I've seen three lions, and 

one of them was far too close for comfort. I'm 

not sure what accounts for these sightings or lack 

of them, but I think it is safe to say that wild 

animals are on the move, trying to survive the dire conditions of this four-year drought. 

As they say, when the going gets tough, the tough get going. 

 

After I almost collided with the coyote, I realized that the two of us were not only in the 

same place at the same time, but we were doing pretty much the same thing: we were 

moving to survive. I've had a rough week trying to eat anything that I'd call food. But 

what I've discovered about chemo is that the only thing that makes me feel like myself 

again is getting out and moving. When I'm tired, I go running and feel more rested. When 

I'm depressed, I go running and feel more lifted. When I'm feeling spiritually dead, I go 

running and come back feeling alive. 

 



Since my mountain lion encounters back in April and May, I decided to stop running in 

those parks for a while. Cancer is enough of a beast. So, I took to the redwood trees on 

well-traveled trails in Felton and Santa Cruz, instead. As redwood trees have become my 

spiritual teachers, maybe the occasional coyote can be my spiritual trainer, like the Holy 

Spirit: always on the move, always just around that bend in the trail, and always ready to 

surprise me with life. 

 

 

August 14, 2015 

After a bit of a rough week, I made it to the redwoods for a run today. I am halfway 

through the chemotherapy and noticing how each treatment is taking a little more out of 

me. As for speed, at least I can still outrun the trees. 

 

I would feel sorry for these trees that can't move 

around, but their massive root systems have a 

message for me. You might think that a tree that 

can grow over 300 feet tall would have deep 

roots to hold it upright. But redwoods don't have 

taproots at all. Their roots grow laterally and are 

relatively shallow, only 6-12 feet underground. 

How then do these giant trees keep standing for 

centuries? 

 

We don't have to dig very deep for the answer. 

Outside of someone's yard, you never see 

redwood trees growing all by themselves. In the 

wild, they grow close together so that their 

shallow roots, which extend outward 50 to 80 

feet, can entwine with the roots of other trees, 

forming a sturdy, interconnected system that 

protects the whole grove from windthrow. 

 



People are like redwood trees; they need each 

other to survive, a lesson I am living every day. 

My "grove" is my family and my faith 

community. My younger sister, who lives in 

Denver and had breast cancer at age 31, came to 

visit me for treatment #3. My older sister in 

Tahoe is coming for treatment #4. My mom, 

who had breast cancer 24 years ago, is coming 

from Loveland for treatment #5. My family has 

been such a blessing to me! And in between 

their visits, I am upheld by a strong web of love 

and hugs and prayers and offers of help from 

those in the church who are rooted with me in 

faith. So even though I may start to feel as if 

chemo is about to blow me over, I know that I 

will keep standing because I am firmly anchored 

in this grove we call the family of God. 

 

 

 

August 26, 2015 

Do trees ever get tired of standing tall and holding up the sky? That question comes to me 

as I struggle to bounce back from treatment #4. I'm on the downhill side of chemotherapy 

now, and my energy level is starting to slide downhill, too. I find myself wondering about 

the trees and me.  

 

The drought has already killed 

over 12 million trees in California 

and it isn't over yet. The giant 

sequoias in the Sierra Nevada are 

in trouble. Even the redwoods on 

the coast are feeling the heat. But 

redwoods can do something about 

it. As I said before, they can filter 

moisture from the fog, and when it 

drips to the ground, they help to 

water the forest and recharge the 

aquifer. Up to half of the annual 

precipitation in the fog belt comes 

from the trees. So even though it 



hasn't rained in what seems like forever, there is still living water in a redwood forest. 

Here it is late August, and springs and small streams are still trickling. Plants and animals 

are still drinking.  

 

I am experiencing an energy drought, but I am still jogging, not fast and not far. I am just 

grateful that I can still get out to the trees that are holding up the sky for me. As long as I 

am able, I will come here because I want to be—to borrow the words of Psalm 1—"like 

[these] trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season and their 

leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper."  

 

 

September 3, 2015 

The hard thing about living with a chronic illness is resisting the temptation to think of 

oneself as just one big bundle of symptoms and side effects. That was a challenge for the 

sixteen years I lived with epilepsy. And I have felt the temptation during the past twelve 

weeks of chemotherapy. 

 

The list of side effects from the drugs (and the drugs that they give you for the drugs) is 

long. I keep a daily journal of them so that I can remember to tell the oncologist what's 

going on. It also helps me predict what I'm going to be dealing with and when. For 

instance, I know that I will get a stomachache starting in the afternoon of Day 3. My 

eyelids will twitch and my eyes will start to tear on Day 4. The bad taste comes around 

Day 5. My nose will bleed spontaneously beginning on Day 6 and will start dripping 

constantly on Day 10. My ankles will swell on Day 14. It's good for me that God's 

mercies are new every morning! [Lamentations 3:23] 

 

On Day 17, I went to Henry Cowell and walked and jogged for about three miles, 

thinking about all these side effects that are Not Me. Moving slower now, I can pay more 

attention to individual trees along the trail. And I realize that every tree I see has its own 

list of troubles, too.  



 

The deciduous trees that grow along the San 

Lorenzo River have all kinds of things 

growing on them—lichen, moss, and 

mushrooms, to name a few—as well as all 

kinds of beetles and other bugs burrowing into 

them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The redwoods are fairly immune to insect and fungal invaders, but fire is another matter. 

A hot enough fire will completely hollow out a 

trunk and though the burn may not kill the tree, it 

certainly weakens it.  

 

Of course, any of the trees around here can have 

poison oak or 

nonnative English 

ivy twining its way 

to the top of the 

canopy. So, there 

are lots of natural 

side effects, if you 

will, of living in a 

redwood forest.  

 

Yet the trees I see are not at all defined by these 

infirmities, but by their beauty. Lichens and all, I am 

awed by their majesty. And you know what? People are 

even more awesome than trees. Remember this: no matter what you are struggling with, 

you are fearfully and wonderfully made. No chronic pain or illness can ever change that. 

A tree is still a tree despite all the side effects of forest ecology. And yes, I am still Me in 

the midst of chemotherapy.  

 

 

September 14, 2015 

I felt a light drizzle of rain today at Henry Cowell. The woman 

who works at the gift shop came out to take a picture of wet 

pavement; it had been so long since she'd seen any. I'd like to 

take this as a hopeful sign that more is on the way. 

 

This hot, dry summer is winding down in the hill country, and 

plants and animals are preparing for a long-awaited change of 

seasons. For people, autumn is a time when emotions pile up 

with the leaves. It's a time we remember all the life and beauty 

of spring and summer. But it's also a time when we realize, with 

a bit of ache in our heart, that the growing season is ending, and 

that all living things have an ending, too. 

 



In this September paradox of life and death, joy and 

sorrow, Parker Palmer (in his book, Let Your Life 

Speak) suggests that we look at what the plants are 

doing. Yes, they are dropping leaves, but they are also 

dropping seeds. They have been flowering and fruiting 

all summer so that they will have seeds to invest in the 

future. The trees in the Santa Cruz Mountains may not 

have produced the usual abundance of seeds in this 

drought year, but they have prioritized seed production, 

doing everything they can to ensure that their species will survive. In a sense, the trees 

have an abiding faith in life and their seeding is akin to passing that faith on to future 

generations. 

 

I am a week out from my fifth treatment, and as I am getting closer to the end of this 

long, dry season of chemotherapy, I am asking myself, "Have I put my faith in life? Have 

I prioritized the production of good seed? What am I passing on to future generations?" 

I'm not sure that I can answer those questions just yet, but I 

am grateful that God (and my church!) has given me the time 

and opportunity to be with the trees that have enabled me to 

be free of fear and anxiety and to feel full of life and faith 

despite my diagnosis. And I do pray that my reflections have 

planted a few seeds in others. If my "tree therapy" encourages 

even one person to seek their own healing in the forest or 

gives hope and strength to one person who is struggling 

through a challenging season, then I give God all thanks and 

praise. 

 

 

 

 

September 21, 2015 

The Autumn Equinox is upon us. This Wednesday at 1:22 am is when the center of the 

sun passes the plane of the earth's equator. We are on the downhill side of the year, and I 

am definitely on the downhill side of chemotherapy. For some reason, the fifth treatment 

has been the easiest one yet. I have had very little stomach upset, fewer hot flashes, more 

sleep, and more mental energy in this three-week cycle than in the previous two. I can no 

longer run the hill on the Pipeline Trail at Henry Cowell (gave up after the fourth 

treatment), but I can walk up it and jog down it. Gravity is my new friend! I am going 

with the flow these days and the flow is always downhill. 

 



Jogging with the flow this morning, my mind 

wandered to the work of a German theologian, 

Wolfhart Pannenberg, who used gravity as a 

metaphor for God. More precisely, 

Pannenberg (who died in September of last 

year) uses the language of force field to talk 

about the Holy Spirit. While comparing the 

Spirit of God to a gravitational field has some 

limitations, I rather like the idea of the Spirit 

of Life as a power that is everywhere and 

influencing everything in ways that we can 

feel and also in ways that we cannot begin to 

fathom. 

 

That is certainly true of how the Spirit works 

in my own life. I feel the Spirit moving me to 

get out into the trees and giving me the 

strength I need to jog my way through 

chemotherapy. But the Spirit is also doing 

things in my life and in others' lives and even 

in the life of trees that I may never see or will only see in hindsight after eliminating all 

of the other possibilities. I wonder, who besides the Holy Spirit could inspire me to think 

such thoughts as I am jogging through the trees? One thing I know: the more we take it 

slow and go with the flow, the better chance we have of getting a sense of the Spirit at 

work. 

 

Every time I get up to the junction of Pipeline and Powder Mill Fire Road, I hear an owl 

calling from its perch somewhere above me. And though I would like to see it, just 

knowing it is there is gift enough for me. I know the Holy Spirit is alive and well in this 

redwood forest (and in me), even when I cannot see. This is a holy place indeed, and next 

time I'll tell you about one of my favorite temples in the trees. 

 

 

September 26, 2015 

Do trees have hands? The Book of Isaiah thinks so. In Chapter 55, we read about the 

celebration that will break out as the exiles come home from Babylon:  

"You will go out in joy and be led back in peace; the mountains and the hills 

before you will burst into song, and all the trees of the field shall clap their 

hands." [55:12] 



 

Twenty-five hundred years later, John Muir expressed similar sentiments about the trees 

in his book, My First Summer in the Sierras: 

 

"A few minutes ago every tree was excited, bowing to the roaring storm, 

waving, swirling, tossing their branches in glorious enthusiasm like worship. 

But though to the outer ear these trees are now silent, their songs never cease. 

Every hidden cell is throbbing with music and life, every fibre thrilling like harp 

strings, while incense is ever flowing from the balsam bells and leaves. No 

wonder the hills and groves were God's first temples, and the more they are cut 

down and hewn into cathedrals and churches, the farther off and dimmer seems 

the Lord." 

 

I have never spent a whole summer in the Sierras, but I found a tree temple in the Santa 

Cruz Mountains. Adjacent to the USCS campus and to Henry Cowell State Park is a 

Santa Cruz city park called Pogonip, from a Shoshone word meaning "icy fog." The park 

was once a part of Henry Cowell's large land holdings and features an old limekiln along 

one of its trails. It's easy to walk right by these old 

furnaces and miss the old quarry behind and on top of the 

kiln. But USCS students 

didn't miss it. In the 

semi-hidden quarry, 

young people have built 

something of a temple 

out of rocks that is 

ringed by trees. Many 

of the cairns they have 

piled there are adorned 

with prayers written on scraps of paper and slipped in 

between layers of rock. It reminds me of the Wailing 

Wall in Jerusalem. I sometimes like to read and re-pray 

the prayers for the dear souls who left them there. 

 

 

Shortly after I was diagnosed with breast cancer, I went to the 

old quarry to leave my own prayer. I copied down this verse 

from Isaiah and then wrote: "Beautiful trees, can you clap your 

hands in prayer for me?"  



Then I rolled up the paper and stuck it in the bark of a 

redwood tree growing right beside the old kiln. 

Somehow it was spared from being fuel for the fires, as 

I hoped I would be.  

 

Standing in this temple of prayer, I like to imagine that 

trees have hands and that that is why they grow so tall, 

so they can lift up all our prayers to the heavens "in 

glorious enthusiasm like worship." 

 

 

 

Sing, O heavens, for the LORD has done it; 

shout, O depths of the earth; 

break forth into singing, O mountains, 

O forest, and every tree in it! 

For the LORD has redeemed Jacob, 

and will be glorified in Israel. 

        [Isaiah 44:23] 

 

 

October 2, 2015 

When I first learned that redwood trees often reproduce through buds or burls, I figured 

that these clones would all be identical. That lack of genetic variability concerned me. 

I've had just enough science to worry about how these precious trees were going to adapt 

to a warming planet? Then I remembered that they have survived for some 65 million 

years. They are indeed one of the oldest living species around. But I wouldn't have 

guessed that one reason for their longevity may well be their surprising genetic diversity. 

A coast redwood is unique among all conifers because it is what is called a hexaploid; it 

has six sets of chromosomes per cell (humans have two). With more chromosomes, the 

chance of mutation is higher and, thus, the trees' genetic diversity is wider. In fact, 

scientists find variations even among clones. And that may give redwoods a better chance 

to adapt to a changing environment. 

[Source:http://www.genomenewsnetwork.org/…/08_…/redwood_genome.shtml] 

 

As any biology student will tell you, gene mutation is the driving force for species 

adaptation. It was the slow accumulation of gene mutations that took us from living in 

trees to walking on two feet. It also gave us opposable thumbs, wider hips in women to 

accommodate our bigger brains, and many other features unique to homo sapiens. In fact, 

http://www.genomenewsnetwork.org/articles/08_00/redwood_genome.shtml


there would be no human beings at all without the process of evolution made possible by 

these occasional mistakes in cell division. 

 

Yet the same biological process that makes 

evolution possible also makes cancer 

inevitable. For many of us, cancer is the 

scourge of this age. Our modern excesses have 

caught up with us, and it seems as if all of us 

are bound to get some kind of cancer if we live 

long enough. But as awful as cancer is, I 

would rather walk in the forest, marveling at 

evolution and what a wonderful gift it is. Here, 

among the trees, it occurs to me that cancer is 

the cost of our being here, and in the end, I 

believe it is worth it. At any rate, by putting 

cancer into the larger context of Life on Earth, 

it makes it a little easier for me to live with it. 

 

I know that not every mutation is beneficial to 

a species. Most are biologically meaningless, 

and some are just plain mean. Still, this cancer 

has been full of new meanings for me. And 

since I am resolved to evolve, mutations give 

me just another way to think about God's amazing work of salvation. 

 

 

October 9, 2015 

I have not read Sheryl Sandberg's book, Lean In, but I could write one called, Lean On. 

After jogging for about a mile, I was mostly walking through redwoods today and started 

humming the old revival hymn, "Leaning On the Everlasting Arms." I was humming 

because I have several mouth sores on the bottom of my tongue and singing is too 

painful. I guess I got cocky during the sixth and last treatment and sloughed off using the 

baking soda/salt-water mouthwash. I've had a few mouth sores, but they haven't been bad 

until now. The nurse told me yesterday that my immune system is pretty beat up by this 

point and the healing will take longer. For now, it's Lidocaine from a bottle and calories 

and protein through a straw. 

 

So, I was looking up at the trees to take my mind off my mouth and noticed how many of 

them are leaning. That's what got me humming. Growing so close together, many of the 

trees are leaning against each other, reminding me of how much I have been leaning on 



others. I have leaned on my family members who cooked, cleaned, and came to visit and 

helped me pass the time between treatments. I am leaning on some faithful church 

members so that I don't have to write sermons for the entire month of October (and I am 

just now realizing what a good idea that was). I'm leaning on the church staff and have 

been able to work from home and pass off the things I can't do. I'm leaning on lay people 

to help prepare for our church conference, fix up the garden in preparation for a wedding, 

and plan worship for the Advent season. I'm leaning on my colleagues—Susan, Lisa, and 

Kat—to carry the ball and keep the ministry going, and they have been amazing. 

 

As I was taking pictures of trees, I 

thought about why they are 

leaning: most of them are just 

trying to get to the light. Redwood 

forests are high density, and the 

canopy doesn't let much sunlight 

touch the ground. Wherever there 

is a break above you can bet there 

is a tree down below, leaning to 

grow into that small patch of light. 

At the river's edge, some trees 

grow almost horizontally, looking 

as if they are leaning on water just  

to get more sun. 

 

Ever since I lived in rainy Eugene where I was 

"desperately seeking sun," light has always been a 

metaphor for God for me. These days, I often find 

myself living horizontally. But I realize that I have seen 

more Light this summer, not because I have leaned in, 

but because I am leaning on, not only the everlasting 

arms, but your arms. Thank you. 

 

What a fellowship, what a joy divine, 

Leaning on the everlasting arms; 

What a blessedness, what a peace is mine, 

Leaning on the everlasting arms. 

Elisha A. Hoffman, 1887 

 

 

 



October 16, 2015 

This is the last week of a 3-drug, 6-cycle, 18-week course of chemotherapy. I glance in 

the mirror and look 18 years older than when this all got started. So it's time to talk about 

a tree even older than sequoia sempervirens: pinus longaeva.  

 

A couple of summers ago, we 

went to the White Mountains east 

of the Sierras to see the ancient 

bristlecone pine forest where 

some of the trees are over 4,000 

years old and still growing. At 

the visitor's center, we learned 

that dendrochronologists (the 

people who study tree rings) used 

bristlecone pines to correct 

radiocarbon data. Because dead 

bristlecone pines have very dense 

wood that can't be penetrated by 

insects or fungus and doesn't decompose in that very dry, high-altitude environment, 

scientists in the 1960's were able to take core samples from both living and dead trees and 

construct a continuous tree ring chronology that extends back over 10,000 years. They 

counted the rings to determine the age of the trees and then measured the amount of 

carbon-14 in the core samples. Comparing figures, they discovered that the radiocarbon 

dating process that had been used up to that point was underestimating the age of artifacts 

by as much as 1000 years.  

 

These days bristlecone 

pines are also invaluable to 

dendroclimatologists who 

use tree rings to study 

climate change. Studying 

the trees' growth patterns 

gives scientists a good idea 

of drought conditions 

stretching back long before 

any rainfall records were 

kept and proves that mega-

droughts (droughts that last 

decades or centuries) have 



plagued California throughout its history. 

 

Considering all the information contained in tree rings, I wonder what we would discover 

if we could take core samples of our souls. Just think if we could count the growth rings 

there. Some years we would see a lot of growth; others, not so much.  

 

But people are not trees. Though trees grow more 

in wet years and less in dry years, for us it is often 

the opposite. If I could look at my own core 

sample, it would show that my soul has grown the 

most in the toughest years, the years of drought, 

disease, and distress. I know this because I kept 

journals in those years, as I have this year. I can 

read my journals now like so many tree rings and 

make some fairly accurate measurements of how 

my climate has changed and how my spirit has 

grown.  

 

There were the growth spurts I chronicled through 

the epilepsy, the first hard years of ministry, then 

the brain surgery and long recovery. There was 

another big one during that year of having a baby, 

pastoring a burned-down church and studying for 

doctoral exams simultaneously. And this year, 

ever since being diagnosed with cancer and 

starting treatment, I've been adding a new ring. So, 

I keep writing to remind myself that where there is grace, there is always growth.  

 

That gives me an idea. On the property of Willow Glen UMC, we have a retreat center in 

an historic brick house called "Woodhaven." In the back is a garden surrounded by old 

pines and redwoods. What a perfect place to do some soul chronology and spirit 

climatology. Sounds like a Lenten retreat to me.    

 

 

October 23, 2015 

When pastors get calls at 6:30 in the morning, it's not good news. Stan Praisewater had 

called the day before to tell me that his mom was going downhill fast. I wasn't surprised 

to hear his voice telling me that Grace had died just a few hours earlier. Stan was calling 

from Chicago, on his way by train to Wisconsin, to see his new grandchild. I've been 

waiting for this call for a long time, but I wasn't ready for it. 



Grace Praisewater was one of my favorite 

people. Because I couldn't get to Vancouver 

where she died, I couldn't think of a better way 

to give thanks for her life than to get up and get 

myself to the trees, for Grace was a spiritual 

redwood if ever there was one. 

 

Redwood trees live a long time, but not forever. 

Though fire doesn't kill them, it can hollow 

them out and weaken them. Eventually a strong 

wind will come and topple them. Grace lived a 

long time, but she couldn't live forever. When 

she was diagnosed with bladder cancer a couple 

of years ago, I knew it wasn't going to be easy. 

For a woman in her 90's, the radiation burned 

like a fire. I guess it must have hollowed her out 

because it really weakened her. Then came 

congestive heart failure, and like a strong wind, 

it finally toppled her. 

 

When a giant redwood falls or is cut down, new trees grow up from its roots. They circle 

around the old stump in a formation called a family circle or fairy ring. When I think 

about Grace, I think about her family that has always circled around her. Her children 

have long since grown tall and are impressive trees in their own right. Her grandchildren 

and are getting taller by the day. 

 

As I was taking pictures of family 

circles in the forest today, I found a 

circle of young trees surrounding the 

stubby remains of a giant old stump. 

And in the middle of the circle, right in 

the center of that stump was a young 

seedling growing, like the new great 

grandchild that Grace didn't live to see. 

But I have no doubt that that child will 

one day grow very tall because she has 

good roots. In the church and in the 

Praisewater family, we call that Grace. 

 

"From his fullness, we have all received grace upon grace."  John 1:16 



November 2, 2015 

A storm front moved through the mountains today; 

I just had to hear what the forest had to say. 

I heard thirsty trees slurp up the rain 

And long dry streams drip into being again. 

Clouds huddled closer than they've come for a long time 

But my bald head, cold hands, and wet feet didn't mind.  

The earth and I heaved a together sigh of relief 

And in the fog-fingered hush we passed the peace. 

Because the San Lorenzo was looking almost like a river, 

I let myself hope that this drought may soon be over. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

November 23, 2015 

My husband and I subscribe to a quarterly journal called "Bay Nature." The latest issue 

reports on the recovery of plants and animals after the Morgan Fire on Mount Diablo in 

September of 2013. 

 

"Fire followers" are the species that come back first or come back only when there has 

been a fire, and sure enough, several wildflowers that hadn't been seen on the slopes for 

decades exploded into bloom the spring after the fire. The abundance of dead wood 

changed the game for insects, as well. For instance, there were twice as many beetles 

found in the burned-out areas as the unburned portions of the park. I think it's fascinating 

to see how the flora and fauna change in all kinds of ways and how life flourishes even 

after a devastating wildfire. 



I'm hoping the same is true for me in the aftermath of the cancer treatments, and I wonder 

what kind of changes I will notice as I begin to recover from chemotherapy. I had my last 

treatment almost two months ago and then underwent four weeks of radiation. All of that 

is done now and I'm on the lookout for the fire followers. 

 

The most obvious signs of regeneration are physical. I'm glad that my hair is finally 

starting to grow back, but there's no telling yet what color(s) it will be. I'm hoping that 

my fingernails and big toe nail remember what color they are supposed to be. My taste 

buds are still a bit scorched, and I can't wait for sweet things to stop tasting so darn salty. 

Chemotherapy can leave your GI tract feeling hollowed out like a redwood tree, and it's 

easy for too many of the wrong kind of bugs to take up residence there. Every ecosystem 

needs good bugs, so the doctor recommended probiotics for me. 

  

The best news so far is that the radiation didn't burn up all my energy. My legs and lungs 

are still working, and jogging is getting easier. I'm going farther and a little faster and 

have just started going uphill again. Yesterday, I logged 4.8 miles and 375 feet in 

elevation. 

 

But questions remain: Are there signs of recovery for my spirit as well as my body? After 

the smoke clears and the rains come, what will be the long-term effects of this cancer 

fire? How will the landscape of life be changed for me? 

 

Back in May, a week after the lumpectomy, I went to Pogonip in Santa Cruz to jog in the 

trees and had an epiphany. When I got home, I emailed this to a few friends: 

 

"It felt SO SO good to run and so good to be out in the forest; I was filled with a joy 

unspeakable. One of those 'God is all there is; God is all I need; this is pure; this is holy; 

this is perfect' kind of moments that don’t come to me very often. It’s been a long time 

since I’ve been in this space. Pastoring in Silicon Valley and trying to keep up with the 

pace here sucks the spirit out of me. I am grateful that the cancer will force me to stop 

killing myself." 

 

Since that time, the cancer has helped me to take better care of myself. It made me slow 

down and that's not a bad thing. When you slow down, you can savor things. For the past 

several months, I have been stopping work sooner and going to bed earlier. How long 

will that last, I wonder? 

 

Even better, the cancer burned a lot of dead wood that had accumulated in my spiritual 

life. My soul is healthier than it's been in years. I am feeling more connected to God, to 

life, to ministry, to my family—to everything. And throughout the treatments, God has 



filled my heart to overflowing with thanksgiving. Now that the treatments are over, I 

hope and pray that this joy is not just one of those fire-following wildflowers that blooms 

quickly but soon and very soon gets taken over by other species. 

 

I'd rather be a giant sequoia (cousin of the coast redwood) or a humble lodgepole pine 

(common in the Rockies). These trees produce serotinous cones which are covered in 

resin and which need the heat of a fire to open and release their seeds, seeds that will 

become seedlings that will one day years from now become great trees. I'm praying that, 

by the grace of God, one day that could be me. 

 

I first began thinking about "tree therapy" 

in an Advent sermon a year ago, so I 

want to close out this past year and look 

to a new Advent of joy, a new coming of 

Love into life, by leaving you with the 

words of Psalm 96: 

 

Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth 

rejoice; 

let the sea roar, and all that fills it; 

let the field exult, and everything in it. 

Then shall all the trees of the forest sing 

for joy 

before the Lord; for he is coming, 

for he is coming to judge the earth. 

He will judge the world with 

righteousness,  

and the peoples with his truth. 

 

May you have a joyous Thanksgiving! 

 

 

 

 

December 14, 2015 

The Waiting Place... 

...for people just waiting. 

Waiting for a train to go 

or a bus to come, or a plane to go 

or the mail to come, or the rain to go 



or the phone to ring, or the snow to snow 

or waiting around for a Yes or No 

or waiting for their hair to grow. 

Everyone is just waiting. 

[Dr. Suess, Oh the Places You'll Go!] 

 

Advent is the season of waiting, and yes, I am waiting...for my hair to grow. I'm also 

waiting for Christ to come, but maybe not the baby Jesus. I'm afraid I'd be jealous 

because he would have more hair! 

 

My hair used to grow an inch a month, but most of it isn't half that long and it's been over 

two. I'm starting to look like my husband (they say it happens) with his male pattern 

baldness. The sides of my head now have some strands, but my crown is still mostly 

stubble, which is too bad because I could really use some hair up there. Winter is here 

and my head is cold! 

 

Even time I get impatient, I have to tell myself that waiting for hair to grow is not as 

challenging as waiting for the kingdom of God to grow. The horrible events of just the 

past few weeks and months are enough to make me think that maybe the kingdom has 

been on chemo. At least that might explain how 

our world has become so toxic to life, joy and 

peace. It's hard to come up with a rational 

explanation for a mass shooting at a Christmas 

party or a ban on all Muslims from entering the 

country. I could get pretty depressed musing 

about what could possibly have generated all 

this cruelty and bigotry. 

 

But it rained yesterday and washed away some 

of my dark thoughts. We are officially in the wet 

season, and it looks like it really will be a wet 

one this year. This past week while I was 

running, I was admiring the fresh green growth 

along the trail. We are a long way from getting 

out of the drought, but it is amazing to me how 

little rain it takes to get things to grow. 

 

 

Tonight, people of faith from all over San Jose are gathering again at our church as we 

plan how to provide more emergency shelter during this El Niño winter. This city has one 



bed for every seven people living on the streets, and what we are proposing to do is no 

more than a drop in the bucket in terms of answering the need. But just as a little bit of 

rain can make the grass grow, I believe that a little bit of love can make the kingdom 

grow. And getting busy loving is so much more life giving than sitting around waiting for 

my hair to grow. 

 

Happy Advent! 

 

 

December 21, 2015 

The natural world around me is an important part of what "home" means to me. I believe 

that home is wherever God is, and we like to think that God is in nature. But it would be 

more theologically correct to say that nature is in God. So, whenever I am feeling at 

home in the natural world, I, too, am at home in God. 

  

That being said, I still find myself saying that our physical homes don't matter because 

"home" is a spiritual connection to God. But then I remember that we have a God who is 

always bringing the spiritual into the physical. Genesis says that our God created the 

physical world by sending a wind (or spirit) over the face of the deep. And God created 

Adam by breathing into him the breath (or spirit) of life. But God's creating didn't stop 

there. God even came in the flesh for us in Jesus, the New Adam. This all indicates that 

God's love is not just a spiritual reality; it is always taking flesh in the physical world for 

us. Notice that, in the Bible, the spiritual presence of God always has a physical location: 

in the burning bush, in the pillar of fire, in the tent of meeting or temple, in the person of 

Jesus, in the bread and wine, in the rush of wind at Pentecost and wherever two or three 

bodies are gathered in Jesus' name. Thus, one of the implications of our incarnating God 

is that my home in God has physical as well as spiritual dimensions. 

 

Enough theology. I'm a high plains gal. I love wide-open spaces under a big Montana 

sky. I used to like to climb to the top of the rimrocks behind my house in Billings where I 

could see four mountain ranges, the closest of which was sixty miles away. If you had 

asked me then where I felt most at home with God, I would have told you that "home" is 

on Beartooth Highway at 10,947 feet. 

 

I guess I have always felt at home in God where I can see a lot of God's world. When I 

was living in Boston and Durham and Eugene, I felt a little spiritually claustrophobic 

because there were lots of trees and the trees obstructed my view. They made the sky too 

small. I wanted—needed—to see the horizon but it was almost always hidden from me. 

  



So, I never felt at home in a forest until now. In these last several months of running in 

the redwoods and writing about my experiences, I have been getting to know these trees. 

What I have discovered is that the redwoods have given me another way to get to know 

God. I don't have to be above the treeline anymore. I can be at home with God here on 

the forest floor.  

 

Yesterday, I drove to Felton and ran five miles in the rain. I didn't even mind getting wet. 

It was warm enough, so I dumped my jacket, which wasn't waterproof anyway. I think I 

was loving the rain as much as the trees. For a moment, I imagined that I had become 

one. I had a profound sense of being a part of the forest and being truly at home in that 

environment. After 20 years of living and pastoring in California, it's about time. 

 

 

June 10, 2016 

I have been going to the trees for a year now. I have seen them in all their seasons. I have 

meditated with them in all their different moods. I thirsted with them through a long hot 

summer. I scattered seeds of faith along the trail last fall. We rejoiced together as the 

rains came in winter and flowers bloomed in the spring. Now it is early summer again 

and the coastal fog wraps around both the trees and me. 

 

About a week ago, as I prepared to receive my last Herceptin infusion, I ran into some 

park rangers making preparations, too. They had parked their trucks on the trail and 

posted a sign: "Prescribed fire in progress." It looked like they were working up around 

the campgrounds. I figured that they were burning away some of the underbrush that had 

grown thick after the winter rain in order to reduce the risk of summer fire. 

 

I had to take a picture of the sign because that 

is exactly what chemo is: a prescribed fire. 

After removing the tumor, the oncologist tries 

to burn away whatever is left so that it won't 

later break out into a full-fledged forest fire. 

Good cancer treatment is much like good 

forest management.  

 

By the end of June, it will be just over twelve 

months of treatment: six rounds of Taxotere, 

Carboplatin and Herceptin and then twelve 

more rounds of Herceptin alone. Fifty-four weeks, 378 days. I am so done with it, so tired 

of the side effects, and impatient to get my body back again. My first mammogram since 

the diagnosis indicates that the cancer has burned away at least for now. And, thank God, 



a few bad habits burned off as well. But I'm not out of the woods yet. My immediate 

challenge is to keep any invasive species from regaining a foothold in the ashes of this 

fire. 

 

It's all too easy for me to look back on the last year and make a list of the many things I 

didn't get done, the problems I didn't get fixed, and the people I didn't pay enough 

attention to. It's all too tempting to let the needs of my poor little ego get in the way again 

and forget what God has been trying to do in me and through me. As I begin to think 

about life after treatment, I am realizing how hard it is going to be to hold on to this 

extraordinary experience of surrender. As I said in a recent sermon, I don't want to go 

back to "normal" because that was unsustainable and crazy. Besides, "normal" isn't where 

God does her best work. 

  

I certainly do want a rest, but not a return, not a retrenchment. I want a re-forest-ment. I 

just have to remember that that's going to take some time and some good forest 

management. In about six weeks I'll be heading off to Yellowstone to see forests that 

have been growing since the catastrophic fires of 1988. Over a million acres burned in 

all. I visited the park just a few years post-fire, and I saw hillsides of blackened stumps, 

brilliant wildflowers and, looking closer, a baby forest of trees beginning to grow. That 

memory makes Yellowstone Park just the place for a cancer survivor like me. And my 

sign reads: resurrection in progress.   

 

 

July 13, 2016 

The fog was lifting when I got to the overlook on Pipeline Road today, and that pretty 

well captures my week. The worst of the chemo ended in September, but the treatments 

continued until June. I had done so well with the hardest part that I was surprised and 

disappointed when chemo-induced menopause complicated everything, and I didn't 

bounce right back like I thought I would. The hot flashes and food cravings and weight 

gain made everything seem worse, but I "celebrated" anyway three weeks after my last 

Herceptin treatment on June 7th.  

 

I'm now just over a month out and something like fog lifting has been happening this 

week. I stopped the grazing I'd been doing and stepped up my exercise and lo and behold 

the hot flashes have improved! My energy has shot up and my head has started to clear. 

For the first time in over a year, I'm beginning to feel at home in my body again. 

 

And so I was running at Henry Cowell this morning and feeling pretty darn good about 

life when I saw something I couldn't quite believe. Stopping at the creek so the dog could 



drink, I glanced up at the hill I was about to climb and saw what looked like a person in a 

wheelchair stopped on a steep slope.  

 

When I got closer, I saw that it was a middle-aged man 

pushing an elderly woman. Then the woman got out of 

her chair and started slowly, ever so slowly, walking up 

the hill on her own. After a few yards, she tired and sat 

back down in the chair, and the man continued pushing. 

I gave her a "thumbs up" sign as I passed by and said 

something about her being an inspiration for me.  

 

On my trip back down the hill, I ran into the couple 

again. This time I stopped to chat. Turns out that we are 

both cancer survivors, and she has had some back 

surgery, as well, but her son takes her to the redwoods as 

part of her physical therapy. "Remember to eat five 

servings of vegetables a day to keep the cancer away," 

her son told me.  

 

After saying good-bye, I continued on my way, when it struck me that I had seen a 

parable unfold in the forest today. God is that son pushing the wheelchair up the hill for 

his mom. Chemo had made me feel like that old woman, determined to walk (or jog) as 

far as I could, but knowing all along that I needed someone beside me to get me up the 

cancer hill. It took a full year of God holding me and pushing me to get to this overlook 

of my life, but this morning I could see the fog lift.    

 

 

August 29, 2016 

I have been enjoying Fog-ust, which is what the meteorologists are calling this 

unseasonably cool and foggy weather we've been having all month. When I got to Henry 

Cowell on Friday, the fog was falling fast enough to feel like rain in Seattle.  

 

In this late summer season of my life, I can relate to the fog, at least mentally. In the past 

six months, I have gone from chemo-brain to mental-pause, and according to my 

oncologist, this fog isn't lifting anytime soon. I have been on Tamoxifen for less than a 

year and will be on this or another oral chemo drug for at least four more years. So, I did 

some figuring: at the current rate of 20 hot flashes per day, that would mean I only have 

29,000 to go! 

 



That bit of math is sobering, and that number tells me that I must stop trying to fight the 

fog. That means that often enough I won't be able to see where I'm going or remember 

what I'm supposed to be doing. But when the temperature shoots up, I know that I can 

leave the valley heat and escape into coastal fog.  

 

As I got close to the end of treatment about this time last year, I wondered: would I be 

ready to give up the tree therapy once I had finished the chemotherapy? But now I realize 

that I'm going to need to be as intentional about living with menopause as I have been 

about coping with cancer. Menopause isn't a terminal disease, but I've been battling it as 

if it were. And if I'm not careful, I will become a member of the Crabby Old Lady Club. 

Though I don't want to join, I can say that I now have far more compassion for the charter 

members.  

 

For the time being, I'm going to need to keep going 

to the trees. In the forest, the seasons are always 

changing, and if I pay close enough attention, 

maybe I can learn something about coming to 

terms with The Change. Parker Palmer likes to say, 

"If you can't get out of it, get into it." Well, I 

certainly can't get out of menopause, so I guess I'll 

have to get into it. I'll keep driving into the fog, 

headed for the trees, trusting that there I will find 

great wonders and wisdom waiting for me.   

 

 

October 24, 2016 

 

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, 

flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street 

of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of 

fruit, producing its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the 

healing of the nations. [Revelation 22:1-2] 

 

The healing of this nation has been on my mind a lot lately, as we come staggering to the 

end of a truly revolting campaign. I am reading articles about the grim prospects for 

stitching together the wounds caused by the political hate fests we've been having. And I 

find myself praying for an antidote for the venom that has been spewing from the 

beginning. Feeling uncomfortably apocalyptic this election cycle, I turn to the Book of 

Revelation where in the final chapter the seer looks to the trees for the healing of the 

nations. 



 

And I wonder: if a walk in a redwood forest helped me cope with chemotherapy and beat 

back breast cancer, could it also help treat our ideological illnesses and counteract some 

of the political poison that has sickened our country?  

 

There just may be some scientific evidence 

to back up this notion that there is healing 

in the leaves of trees. I recently read about 

new research that has been done on the 

needles of albino redwoods that grow in 

Santa Cruz and Humboldt Counties. They 

sprout from the basal buds of a parent 

redwood, but they are not clones. They 

carry a genetic mutation that deprives them 

of chlorophyll and thus robs them of their 

bright green color. Unable to produce their 

own energy through photosynthesis, these 

"ghost redwoods" simply steal it from the parent tree. That's why biologists have always 

considered them bad children for taking and giving nothing back.  

 

But scientists have now discovered that albino redwoods are not simply parasitic. Zane 

Moore, a doctoral student at UC Davis, has determined that the ghostly white leaves of an 

albino redwood contain high levels of heavy metals. While nickel, copper and cadmium 

do occur naturally in the soil, they are also dumped there in the process of building 

railroads and highways. You could say that while a ghost redwood is sucking energy 

from its parent tree, at the same time it is saving that tree from being slowly poisoned by 

environmental toxins.  

 

Considering that "ever since the creation of the world God's eternal power and divine 

nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things God 

has made," [Rom 1:20] I'd like to rename these rare trees. From now on, I will call them 

"holy ghost" redwoods, because they do for the soil what the Holy Spirit can do for our 

souls: suck the toxins right out! And that's just the kind of holy cleansing that we all need 

in November 2016.  

 

There are enough evil spirits running around causing mischief this election year and they 

aren't wearing masks. We can plainly see the racism, sexism, classism, and xenophobia, 

and we are surely suffering from their toxic effects. In fact, it feels like it's been a creepy 

Halloween for months now. So, instead of joining the costume parade, I'll go running and 

praying in the redwoods on Friday, just to get the toxins out of me. While I'm there, I'll 



pay my respects to the holy ghost redwood that grows along the Big Trees Loop at Henry 

Cowell. I'll say a prayer for all of us and for our country.   

 

March 6, 2017 

Lent in the Trees 

After weeks of "atmospheric rivers" of rain that caused mudslides and road closures in 

the Santa Cruz mountains, I finally got back to the redwoods on Ash Wednesday, and it 

was good to be back. The first thing I noticed was how many trees that had managed to 

survive the last five years of drought did not survive this winter's storms and floods. How 

ironic. These trees had suffered so much and had been waiting for the rains for so long. It 

didn't seem quite right that when the rains finally came, they brought death along with 

life. 

 

As I climbed over one downed log, considering the suffering of the trees, my mind 

drifted to the suffering of Christ. And a Scripture came to me, the passage in John's 

Gospel that reads: "No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s 

friends." [15:13] 

 

I pondered whether trees could lay down their 

lives for their friends. That may sound like a 

bizarre question, but not if you are Suzanne 

Simard, a professor of forest ecology at the 

University of British Colombia. She has done 

literally groundbreaking research on the 

subterranean communication that goes on 

between trees in a forest. Suzanne studies the 

microscopic fungi that live in the soil, 

wrapping themselves around and thereby 

connecting the roots of trees over a vast 

geographic area. These so-called mycorrhizal 

networks of fungi function as a kind of "wood 

wide web" of communication. Suzanne insists 

that trees "talk" to each other this way, by 

sending chemical messages through the 

network that can, among other things, alert 

other trees to the presence of invasive 

predators. 

 

Trees also can nourish one another by sending water and food (in the form of carbon and 

nitrogen) along this same microbial pathway. In fact, Suzanne's research shows that older 



trees nourish younger ones and healthy trees nourish sick ones, because every tree is 

healthier when the whole forest is healthy.  

 

Dying trees play their part, too. When an old tree dies in the forest, it transfers its 

nutrients to the next generation of trees, to its own offspring and to other species as well. 

In that sense, you could certainly say that a tree does "lay down its life" for its forest 

family and friends.  

 

With Suzanne's popular TED Talk in mind, I was finishing my run and heading back to 

the car when I saw a huge Live Oak tree that had uprooted and toppled over. I marveled 

at how old it must have been and how long it would take for a tree to grow that big again. 

Then I remembered that this tree will be laying down its life for its friends for a long time 

yet. Even though we would say it is as good as dead, in a very real sense, it is still a "Live 

Oak" tree, still giving life.  

 

Fortunately for us, we don't need fungi to communicate life to those around us. The Spirit 

has given us a different kind of language: the language of faith, hope and love. These are 

the essential nutrients that sustain life in our "forest." As long as we are rooted in Christ, 

we are connected to this life and interconnected with everyone else. No matter how old or 

sick we get, we can still nurture the young. Even as we are dying, we still have spiritual 

food to offer. We still have all the essential nutrients—lessons in love, training in faith 

and reasons for hope—that we can pass on. 

 

 

May 3, 2017 

I started going to Henry Cowell Redwood State Park as "tree therapy" to go along with 

chemotherapy when I was first diagnosed with cancer in 2015. I have been frequenting 

the Pipeline Road in the park ever since. That spring, I saw a nest built into a cavity in the 

bark of a redwood tree. I could see right into the nest because it was just a few inches 

from the trail and only five feet off the ground. Not a very 

safe place to raise a family. By that time, the nest was 

empty, and I couldn't help but think that the baby birds 

hadn't made it. Not a thought I particularly wanted to 

dwell on as prepared for my first infusion. 

 

By the next spring, the last remnants of the nest were 

gone. I kept an eye on the notch in the tree, but no bird 

attempted to build there. I was still getting targeted 

chemotherapy, and every time I ran past the tree, I would 

think of how precarious life can be. 



 

Early this year, the pipe for which the paved trail in the park is named, was damaged 

during a storm. Since this pipe carries drinking water from Loch Lomond to the city of 

Santa Cruz, repair crews came out right away. I was the last one to run that day; they 

closed the trail behind me. There have been trail closures off and on since that day, and 

for the past few weeks, I've stayed away. 

 

Well, I came back today and there was a new nest in the old tree. It was a very welcome 

sign to me. In these weeks after Easter, it is a reminder that new life is always worth 

risking no matter how fragile it seems to be.  

 

I stopped to take a look and discovered that this time the nest was not empty! 

 I could see three tiny heads peering out at me. It's still a dangerous place to build a nest, 

and I don't know if these 

birds will make it, but I have 

hope that they will ignore 

the odds and simply grow 

until they are strong enough 

to fly.  

 

Last week, I had my second 

mammogram since the 

chemo, and the test results 

were all clear. I still have to 

take the awful drugs for 

three and a half more years. 

But today I am alive and, 

like those birds, waiting to 

fly. 

 

Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your 

heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? [Matthew 6:26] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



September 3, 2017 

 

I'm having a hot flash 

A tropical hot flash 

My personal summer 

Is really a bummer 

I'm having a hot flash 

(from Menopause The Musical) 

 

Hot flashes on top of a record-shattering heat wave: 

want to join my party? These last couple of years, I 

have become a shade-seeker, just like my black 

cocker spaniel/golden retriever cross. For nine 

years, Jess has been running trails with me, but she 

overheats quickly in the summer. She dodges for 

the shade and when she gets too hot, she simply 

plops down in the dirt and pants.  

 

Looking for shade and water along the trail for my 

dog is one of the reasons I started running in the 

redwoods. So yesterday, when the temperature was 

gearing up to hit 107° in San Jose, I was only too 

glad to head for the hills. When I started out at 8:15 am, my car thermometer said 77°. I 

ran into traffic on 17 and by the time I got to the summit, the gauge said 88°. But I kept 

driving toward the ocean and in the few miles from the summit to the state park, the 

temperature dropped 21°. It was even cooler once I got into the shade of great trees. 

 

I've often heard it said that a large tree has the cooling power of ten air conditioners, and I 

believe it. Trees cool us in a couple of ways: one, by blocking the sun, and two, through a 

process called evapotranspiration. This is what drives a tree's circulatory system. Have 

you ever wondered how water gets to the upper reaches of a redwood tree hundreds of 

feet in the air? As water evaporates from the leaves, the negative pressure created in their 

cells causes water to be siphoned from adjacent cells, which are connected end-to-end all 

the way down to the roots of the tree. In essence, the leaves are sucking water up from the 

soil and "breathing" it out into the atmosphere. And we get to stand under them and say 

"ahhhh," because the process of turning water into water vapor removes heat from the 

surrounding air. 

 



As I gave thanks for practically nippy air on what was 

going to be such a scorching day, I wondered: could 

evapotranspiration be a model for how we can lower the 

temperature of our present cultural climate? We are living 

in a time of perpetual heat waves, and I'm not just talking 

about global warming. Thanks to surround-sound social 

media, the atmosphere is always full of hot air, and this is 

just the kind of weather we worry about here in California. 

In the Bay Area, high heat and low humidity can make 

nonnative eucalyptus trees, with their oily bark and leaves, 

spontaneously explode into flames on the hottest days. 

Unfortunately, hot-headed humans can do the same. 

 

Charlottesville is just the latest example of how incendiary 

our social discourse has become. The toxic stew of racism, sexism, xenophobia, and 

homophobia, so shockingly on display on our streets today seems to have oozed up from 

some very dark place, like a methane gas seep. With so much fear and hate spewing into 

the atmosphere, we all know that "it only takes a spark to get a fire going."   

 

I can think of only one remedy for all this fear: love and more love. It seems to me that 

love can circulate in a society in much the same way that water circulates in a tree. The 

health of the tree depends on the leaves' willingness to give away what is most precious 

to them, life-saving water. Likewise, the health of our society depends on our willingness 

to give away what is most precious to us, life-giving love. So, each of us is like a leaf on 

that tree, and our job is simply to breathe out love. As long as we are connected to each 

other and rooted in God, we will keep the love circulating. Cohesion is the force that 

keeps the column of water rising from cell to cell in a tree. Likewise, social cohesion 

keeps the love rising from heart to heart in a 

family, in a community, and in a country.  

 

In these scary times, I'll take hope anywhere I 

can get it, even from a leaf on a tree. And I 

choose to believe that the more love we can 

spew into the atmosphere (and on social 

media), the more we can reduce the fever that 

has gripped our political life, gone viral on 

our social networks, infected our families and 

sickened our psyches. The more we love, the 

healthier and happier we will be. 

 



 Happy are those 

  who do not follow the advice of the wicked, 

 or take the path that sinners tread, 

  or sit in the seat of scoffers;  

 but their delight is in the LAW OF LOVE, 

  and on THIS LOVE they meditate day and night.  

 They are like trees 

  planted by streams of water, 

 which yield their fruit in its season, 

  and their leaves do not wither. 

 In all that they do, they prosper. 

     Psalm 1:1-3, alt. 

 

 

November 13, 2017 

What happens when a giant falls? Recently, I was reading about a number of venerable 

trees that fell in last winter's storms. One of them was a thousand-year-old sequoia in 

Calaveras Big Trees State Park. The Pioneer Cabin Tree had been converted into one of 

those "drive through" trees back in the late nineteenth-century. Much closer to home, at 

the Forest of Nisene Marks State Park in Aptos, another thousand-year-old tree fell in 

February. I didn't even know about "The Advocate" until I came upon the sad scene while 

running one day this 

summer. It broke my heart to 

think that this great sentinel 

of the forest was gone. 

 

Of course, I know better. 

The Advocate is not gone. It 

is still there on the forest 

floor, providing habitat for a 

slew of animals and insects 

as well as nutrients for all 

kinds of plants and fungi. 

Even though it is technically 

no longer living, it is still 

nurturing life. We benefit, 

too, because a dead redwood 

is still helping to combat global warming. Redwoods decay so slowly that they continue 

to sequester carbon for decades, if not centuries.  

 



But perhaps the greatest gift that a fallen giant leaves to 

the forest community is an open space in the canopy. 

Suddenly, the younger trees that have been growing ever 

so slowly in its shadow are drenched by sunlight and 

start to take off. Given enough light and moisture, a 

young redwood tree can grow as much as ten feet in a 

year. In no time at all, in tree terms, the forest will have 

grown a new giant.  

 

I was thinking about how that process works in churches 

last Saturday, when I did a memorial service for George 

Dunbar, a church member who had arrived in San Jose 

in the late 1990's after escaping the civil war in Sierra 

Leone. George was a geologist who had worked in the diamond mines until the 

Revolutionary United Force (RUF) seized them. George and his wife Sia fled for their 

lives. 

 

As gripping as his story was, when it came time for personal testimony, many of the 

mourners spoke instead about George's father, the Rev. Paul Dunbar, a Methodist 

minister and chairman of the Sierra Leone People's Party (SLPP), who was murdered by 

the rebels in 1999. Listening to their tributes, I could tell that the Rev. Dunbar was for the 

West African diaspora here in the Bay Area what we call a "spiritual redwood." What a 

tragedy that he was cut down so brutally. And yet I saw in the people gathered there some 

young redwoods that had sprung up into the open space that was left in the spiritual 

canopy of the diaspora community.  

 

Every church I know of is losing its spiritual giants, opening up big gaps in the leadership 

canopy of its faith community. The sunlight is flooding the forest floor and I'm not sure 

that the younger trees have yet figured out what has hit them. But the grace of God 

streaming down is saying: "Grow!" And I second that. If ecclesiology can be thought of 

in terms of ecology, then this forest church needs its young trees to grow quickly and take 

on leadership even before they think they are ready. But this doesn't have to be so scary, 

because they will not have to do it on their own. The fallen Advocate reminds me that the 

giants are still with us. Their presence provides us with a rich spiritual habitat that will 

nourish us for many years to come. Take it from the Gospel of John: 

 

If you love me, you will keep my commandments.  And I will ask the Father, and 

he will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever. This is the Spirit of 

truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows 



him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he will be in you.  

  John 14:15-17   

 

July 10, 2018 

It’s been eight months since my last attempt to write about tree therapy, and it’s not 

because I stopped going to the trees or that the trees stopped healing me. I didn’t write 

because I needed all of my brain power just to crank out a sermon each week. The mental 

wheels are turning more slowly these days. I am starting the sermon earlier and finishing 

it later than ever because it is taking much longer to get my thoughts joined together. Not 

sure if that is because of medication or just maturation. 

 

Yes, I’m getting older, and I’m not entirely bummed about that. I remind myself that the 

older I get, the more I have in common with redwood trees! I am currently on a five-week 

renewal leave and plan to spend a lot of time in the forest. Last week, Hank and Kristen 

and I went to Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks for the first time. Though I’ve 

lived in California for 22 years, my SoCal prejudice and fear of triple digit temperatures 

kept me from venturing south of Yosemite. In the end, it was my passion for redwoods 

that drove me to these lesser-known parks.  

 

“Like Yosemite without the 

crowds” was how a 

parishioner described Kings 

Canyon to me, and she was 

right on. I was blown away 

by the South Fork of the 

Kings River and the granite 

walls that tower over it on 

either side. And then there 

were the trees. I wanted to 

see all of them, but that will 

take several more trips! Even 

after hanging out with 

sequoia sempervirens at 

Henry Cowell for the past 

three years, I was impressed 

by the sequoiadendron giganteum. They may not be as tall, but what the sequoias lack in 

height they make up for in width. And even the oldest of them are getting thicker by the 

year. Anyone over the age of 50 can appreciate that. 

 



According to Nate Stephenson, a 

forest ecologist who works for the 

U.S. Geological Survey and is based 

at Kings Canyon, scientists have 

discovered that tree growth does not 

slow with age as had long been 

assumed. In fact, the opposite is 

true. Though they stop getting taller, 

many trees get bigger faster as they 

get older. They actually add more 

mass annually than they did when 

they were young and shooting up 

several feet a year. [NPR’s Morning 

Edition, 1/16/14] 

 

This phenomenon gives me an idea 

that I want to explore during my 

time of renewal. Aside from 

maternity leave, this is my first 

extended break from ministry since I 

started out in Filer, Idaho, in July 

1989. I’ve been a pastor for 29 

years, but I know that there are still 

a lot of things I have yet to learn. 

I’ve been a mother for 18 years, and 

when Kristen leaves for UC Davis this fall, a whole new phase of life begins for me.  

 

I have no idea what not having a child at home will 

mean for my ministry, my marriage, or me, but I am 

looking forward to new opportunities for growth, and 

by that I don’t mean adding extra inches to my 

circumference! Changing circumstances will provide 

me with new chances for my faith to get thicker and my 

compassion to grow wider. I intend to seek out new 

challenges that will give my heart a bigger diameter. 

And I want to be proud when my “bark” becomes more 

wrinkled with all the stretching and growing that I am doing. Still on meds three years 

after the cancer diagnosis and coming up on my 54th birthday, I don’t have the energy or 

the brain power to grow as I used to, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t strengthen my 



spirit and broaden my life experiences and keep “growing on to perfection,” as John 

Wesley might have put it if he were a redwood tree.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



August 5, 2018 

For the past five weeks I have been on renewal leave, and on each Sunday Hank and I 

attended a different church. The first Sunday, we went to a bilingual mass with Father 

Pedigo at the Newman Center at SJSU and engaged in a little Base Christian Community 

discussion after the sermon. The second Sunday, we took in one of the first congregations 

in the “emerging church” movement, Vintage Church in Santa Cruz, that boasts a coffee 

shop, music and art gallery that serves the campus community. The third Sunday, we 

went to Embrace, a new multi-cultural congregation that meets at Twin Towers UMC in 

Alameda. The fourth Sunday, we were at Westhope Presbyterian Church where they 

highlight contemplative spirituality. I was blessed by all of these worship experiences. 

But the best was yet to come. 

 

On the fifth Sunday, we got up early and headed to St. Columba’s Episcopal Church and 

Retreat Center in Inverness to attend their once-a-month Celtic eucharist which draws on 

the ancient liturgical traditions of Iona in Scotland. The moment I stepped inside the door 

of this 100-year-old church and retreat center, I fell in love with it. The priest there is the 

Rev. Dr. Vincent Pizzuto, a professor of New Testament at the University of San 

Francisco. He was just returning from his honeymoon, having recently married his 

partner. The service was very “high church” for a Methodist like me, but I got into the 

chanting and the prayers. However, it was his sermon that really moved me. Father 

Vincent and his new husband had just vacationed in Olympic National Park, and so he 

used the example of how trees grow in the rainforest to explain the real presence of Christ 

in the bread and wine of communion. I knew then that I was in the right place. 

 

Afterwards, I told him about the cancer diagnosis and how I went looking for God in the 

redwoods. But I confessed that I often struggled to find Christ there. Father Vincent’s 

sermon helped to “Christify” the forest for me. So, I give him full credit for this edition 

of “Tree Therapy.”  

 

The dominant trees in the rainforests of the Pacific Northwest are Sitka Spruce, Western 

Hemlock and Douglas Fir. They grow tall, almost as tall as redwoods, and they grow very 

densely, so densely that sun seldom if ever hits the forest floor. Seeds that fall into such a 

dark place don’t stand a chance of growing until an old tree falls and opens up some 

space in the canopy. Even then the tiny seeds would never be able to compete with all the 

other plants that quickly fill up the space to take advantage of the newly available light.  

 

Beautifully, nature has arranged a work-around, an ingenious method of giving seeds a 

little lift and nursing them up off the ground. Some seeds light on top of the fallen tree, 

and as the dead wood begins to decompose, those seeds can begin to sprout. This so-



called “nurse log” transfers carbon and other nutrients to these seedlings, continuing to 

give life long after it is dead.  

 

If you walk in the rainforest, you will 

sometimes see tall trees growing in a straight 

line on top of these fallen logs. And you will 

see their roots wrapping around the log in 

order to reach the ground. As these trees grow, 

the nurse log continues to decompose. 

Eventually, it disappears altogether, but the 

roots of these mature trees retain the shape of 

the grand old tree that once held them aloft. 

These second generation trees will thus always 

bear the image of the tree that nursed them into 

being. (See the photo below of the nurse log 

that has partially decomposed under a tangle of 

roots.) 

 

I have written about nurse logs and their gift of 

life in death before, but I never connected that 

gift to Christ’s presence in the gifts of bread 

and wine until hearing the sermon this Sunday. 

In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “I am the 

Bread of Life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me 

will never be thirsty.” He also says, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the 

Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and 

drink my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day; for my flesh is 

true food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide 

in me, and I in them.” [John 6:35 and 6:53-56]  

 

Most of us moderns would rather avoid these passages. When we do read them, we try to 

pass them off as a vestige of an ancient and barbaric ritual. But Jesus is saying something 

necessary here about the absolute reality of his presence and the supreme concreteness of 

his life among us that we dare not pass over.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

For Christians, Jesus is that nurse log 

that gives its physical substance—its 

body and its blood, so to speak—to us 

seedlings and we feed off of it. Even 

though we no longer can see Jesus’ 

physical body, we can still see Christ in 

our intertwining lives. As they say, “You 

are what you eat.” So, when we “eat his 

flesh” and “drink his blood,” when we 

consume Christ, we become his Body 

for the world. The roots of our very 

being have embraced and been 

nourished by this fallen log, this Christ 

who was once crucified on a tree. Long after Christ has risen from the dead and gone on 

to glory, individually and communally we retain the shape of Christ who lived among us. 

Every time you partake of the Bread of Life, take some time to remember this: by God’s 

amazing grace, when the world sees you, it sees the image of Christ who has nourished 

and shaped you. When you abide in Christ and Christ abides in you, you are as beautiful 

as any tree in the forest.      

 

 

November 5, 2018 

Today may be my last Tamoxifen day. At my last visit, the oncologist said that I’m 

finally in menopause, and she’d like to switch me to a drug that works better for post-

menopausal women. I told her that I wanted to take Tamoxifen up to election day, and 

then celebrate the Democrats winning back the House by taking a week off to clear my 

system before starting the new medication. 

 

All told, I have to take cancer pills for five years, and I’m just about to finish year three. 

To mark this milestone, I went running in the redwoods this morning. But when I got to 

the overlook at the top of Pipeline Road, suddenly I smelled smoke. I hadn’t heard about 

the Rincon Fire that closed Highway 9 just beyond the turnoff to Henry Cowell 

Redwoods State Park. Though it is November, it hasn’t rained yet, and we are still in fire 

season. In fact, ever since California’s record-busting drought of 2012-2016, it seems that 

we are always in fire season, and we have over 100 million dead trees around the state to 

fuel it. 

 



As I’m inhaling the smoke, I’m 

thinking about drought and forest fires 

and climate change deniers. To anyone 

who breathes, this fire is a warning 

flare. The forest is sending out smoke 

signals that there is danger up ahead.  

 

Indeed. Tomorrow is Election Day. It 

certainly has been a hot and hazardous 

political season. Like an unattended 

campfire whipped up by the wind, 

politicians and pundits have been 

stoking and spreading the flames of fear 

all summer long. They’ve sparked a panic in this country, and in the rush to evacuate, we 

couldn’t take all our valuables with us. Apparently, we left home without some of our 

values. That’s why I’m worried that we will go back one day and have to sift through the 

ashes for the remains of our sanity, our decency, and our democracy.  

 

I’m praying for mercy and what comes to me is a story. At the beginning of the Book of 

Exodus, the young man Moses runs away from a problem, a situation of grave injustice 

and oppression. Ignoring his enslaved family back in Egypt, for years he hides out with 

some sheep on his uncle’s ranch, and God has to start a fire in a bush to get his attention. 

A fire in a forest sure gets our attention. Do you suppose God is also trying to tell us 

something? 

 

What does a burning bush have to say to our situation today? Every time I think of this 

story, I remember the devastating fire at Grace UMC in Santa Cruz when I was a pastor 

there in October of 2000. After watching the building burn all night long, I chose this text 

for worship that morning. I was still in shock and couldn’t quite put a sermon together for 

the occasion, so I simply read them this: “he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was 

not consumed.” [Ex 3:2] 

 

That’s the same hope that the redwood trees give me today. Fire can burn them, but they 

are not consumed. What the racists and xenophobes and anti-Semites and misogynists 

and all the other fearmongers don’t understand is that God made us like the redwood 

trees, with very thick skin, and the fire of their hate will not win in the end. The fire will 

eventually burn out, and the smoke will clear. In time, the forest will restore itself and, by 

God’s grace, our country will, too. 
 

  



April 29, 2019 

Yesterday, on the fourth anniversary of my diagnosis of breast cancer, one of our 

“regulars” came to church during coffee hour to ask for assistance. The woman is deaf 

and so we communicate by hand gestures and writing notes to each other. I learned that 

she is being treated for cancer. In addition to showing her my prayer hands and getting 

her some bus tokens and grocery cards, I took her into the office and printed out a copy 

of my “Tree Therapy,” a collection of my reflections on how spending time in the 

redwoods helped me get through chemotherapy and continues to guide me through the 

recovery. I gave her the words and photos hoping that they will somehow keep her 

company. After she left, I sat down and reread my story. 

. 

I remember getting the phone call. I was sitting in the car in the parking lot of the 

Elmwood Correctional Facility, having just visited a parishioner there. It was the nurse 

from Kaiser confirming what I already knew: I had breast cancer. I remember driving 

away from the prison feeling strangely free. I really had no worries, and there’s nothing 

like a cancer diagnosis to help you set priorities. 

  

Four years out, I’m not feeling so free anymore. My hair has grown back and so have all 

the demands and distractions of daily life. I’m still taking the estrogen suppressing drugs 

and struggling with the side effects. I am still in need of tree therapy. 

 

So, Hank and I head for Henry Cowell. It’s sunny in San Jose, but as we pass the summit 

on 17, we start to descend into the fog. How fitting, because brain fog is where I have 

been living every day since the start of chemotherapy. The worst of it is the effect on my 

memory. 

 

Granted, there are lots of reasons for my lousy memory: spinal meningitis as a baby, 

uncontrolled seizures for 16 years, a right temporal lobectomy, six rounds of 

chemotherapy, more cancer drugs, “mental-pause” and being over 50. Oh, and that head 

injury when my horse pulled the empty fuel tank over on me. I often joke that no one will 

ever notice if I am getting dementia, but the prospect scares me.  

 

I’ve always thought my sisters got all the beauty, and I just got brains. (My sisters are 

pretty smart, too.) At any rate, I can’t afford to lose any more of my mind. As it is, my 

poor memory causes me enough embarrassment in ministry.  

 

But I do remember this anniversary, and instinctively, I want to mark it by running in the 

redwoods. I go into the forest with my questions. But trees don’t have brains, so what 

could they possibly teach me? 

 



I know that the fog that envelopes the 

trees is a godsend for them, but I can’t 

see how the fog that envelopes my 

brain is a blessing to me. For someone 

who has always banked on her intellect, 

not having a good memory feels like a 

tree losing its strongest branch. In the 

forest, storms bring down lots of limbs. 

Yet trees compensate for the change in 

their center of gravity. Given the time, 

their root systems grow to 

accommodate the off-center weight 

distribution. And it occurs to me that 

that is something I need to do, too.  

 

Like trees in a forest, I’ve been through many storms, and I, too, have needed to 

compensate for the changes in my health as a result. But my “root systems” still need to 

grow so that I can better manage my memory loss. One thing I can do that a redwood 

can’t: make an appointment with my doctor and get a referral to a specialist. Maybe I can 

also find someone who can help me create a better memory through technology. But 

being in the redwoods reminds me that I will continue to have to do what I’ve done all 

along: lean on the other “trees” in my forest who have straighter trunks and stronger 

limbs and better memories.  

 

From my brain fog of forgetfulness, I beg forgiveness from all of you who have sent 

emails or left messages that I didn’t answer or made appointments with me that I missed 

or had conversations with me that I can’t recall. If ignorance is bliss, then the brain fog is 

a blessing. It allows me to “forget” my forgetfulness long enough to remember God’s 

grace and yours. Thank you. 

 

 

Tree Therapy October 21, 2019 

Now that the mornings are getting cool, I’m back at Almaden Quicksilver Park, hitting 

some trails I haven’t seen since last winter. Hiking and running the Deep Gulch-English 

Camp-April Tunnel-Randol Trail-Mine Hill loop, I was processing some of the events of 

the past couple of weeks: the memorial service for Elizabeth Williams, wife of Rev. 

Wayne Williams; the long, slow goodbye to Lynne Hosack; and the all-of-a-sudden death 

over the weekend of Patricia Madsen. If tragedies come in threes, maybe blessings do, 

too, for Elizabeth, Lynne, and Patricia were each in their own way strong and capable 



leaders in the church who have left us with an amazing legacy of their love and their 

faith.  

 

Lost in these thoughts, I came upon a recently downed tree blocking the Great Eastern 

Trail, a connector trail that is only three tenths of a mile long and doesn’t quite live up to 

its name. The felled oak in front of me, like so many millions of trees in California, was 

likely stressed by years of drought and further weakened by disease. But even as it was 

gradually dying, it continued to stand tall and hold its arms up high until the day when a 

strong wind came along.  

 

As I picked my way around the tree to 

continue down the trail, it struck me 

how graceful the death of a tree can 

be. When the tree’s life was done and 

the wind came up, the tree simply let 

go and let the wind lay it down on the 

earth that had given it birth. Ashes to 

ashes, dust to dust, and wood to 

worms. Instead of feeling sorry for the 

tree, as I usually do, I thought that 

maybe God was in that wind. 

 

For millennia, human beings have seen a connection between God and the wind. The 

Bible starts out with the wind of God, sweeping over the face of the waters. [Gen 1:1] 

Out of the whirlwind, God speaks to Job. [Job 38:1] Jesus told Nicodemus that the Spirit 

of God was like the wind, blowing where it wills. [John 3:8] And the sound of a rushing 

wind came from heaven and filled the house on the day of Pentecost. [Acts 2:1-4] So we 

have long believed that the wind is a sign that God is with us.  

 

These verses came to me this morning on the trail as I grieved the death of three beloved 

daughters of God. I pictured each of them as a beautiful tree, standing tall, reaching for 

the sun, swaying in the breeze: Elizabeth, a stately sequoia; Lynne, a brilliant, quaking 

aspen; Patricia, a prolific ponderosa pine (I have one of her lovely pine needle baskets). 

When death came, slowly or swiftly, God was the wind that caught and cradled them and 

laid them down to rest. 

 

Like the tree I encountered today, Elizabeth and Lynne and Patricia are, in a sense, lying 

across our path now. We can’t simply go on the way we were going. We have to stop, 

because we need to grieve and give thanks before we can ever think about how we are 

going to get around or go on without them.  



 

The tree that stopped me will eventually be cleared from the trail and left to one side. 

Though no longer living, it will still be there, and every time I pass that way in the future, 

I will see it and remember. Likewise, we who are grieving these sisters in faith will 

eventually be able to return to our lives. We can no longer see the loved ones we lost, but 

when the wind blows through the trees, we will remember them. 

 

 

June 16, 2020 

People who love and study sequoia sempervirens are increasingly worried that this most 

ancient and resilient species may not be able to adapt as fast as the climate is changing. 

The concern is that our coast redwoods will lose the southern portion of their range, 

which runs from the Santa Cruz Mountains to Big Sur. There have even been discussions 

about the feasibility of assisted migration to help the redwoods beat the heat and move 

north into Oregon.  

 

I know a few Douglas Firs that might have something to say about that. I can hear them 

now: “Those damn Californians coming up here and ruining everything!” Nevertheless, I 

do hope and pray that these trees that saved me will somehow be spared the fog-droughts, 

warmer temperatures and hotter fires which are becoming our new normal in the Golden 

State. 

 

Meanwhile, I am about to embark on an assisted migration of my own. The bishop has 

appointed me to Eureka First (and only!) UMC on the shores of Humboldt Bay. Next 

week, we are heading north, 320 miles to be exact, after 24 years in the Bay Area. It’s 

hard to believe that one can drive five+ hours and still be in Northern California and have 

another hundred miles to go to get to the Oregon border. It’s a long way from anywhere 

up there (unless you’re talking ocean, forests, and mountains) and it will certainly be an 

adventure.  

 

We will miss some good people in San Jose, and we will miss the sun. But we are 

looking forward to life in a smaller city and a slower pace. We will be leaving the area, 

but we won’t be leaving the redwoods. Within a few miles of Eureka are the Redwoods 

National and State Parks (there are a bunch of them), the Avenue of the Giants, and the 

infamous Headwaters Forest Preserve where there was a huge fight to save a grove of old 

growth redwoods. I’m going to think that I died and went to heaven.  

 

But before I leave, I have to say good-bye to a few of my favorite trees here in the Bay 

Area. Today I was in Santa Cruz, running at Pogonip and stopping by the old lime kilns 

and quarry that has been turned into a rock cairn temple by UCSC students. This is where 



I have gone to pray my way through the cancer treatments. I buried some of my chemo 

hair there, and at different stages along the journey, I wrote down my prayers and tucked 

them into the bark of a tree.  

 

 

 

 

This month is the five-year anniversary of the start of 

chemotherapy. I have just a few more months of 

Tamoxifen to go. I am already planning my rebirth on 

my birthday. For the last time, I wrote a prayer of 

thanks for these trees of life whose leaves have been for 

the healing of me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

September 7, 2020 

I wrote a lot of reflections about my redwood journey during my first year of the cancer 

diagnosis. While I haven’t written much about my “tree therapy” lately, still I wanted to 

mark the end of my treatment regimen. Here are my thoughts on the first week after the 

fire: 

 

Towards the end of August, Save the Redwoods League issued a notice about the fate of 

the redwood forests in the recent spate of lightning-caused wildfires known as the CZU 

Complex that burned in Santa Cruz and San Mateo Counties and impacted all the state 

parks there, including Big Basin, Butano, Portola, and Henry Cowell. They haven’t been 

able to assess all the damage yet, but there is cause for optimism.  



 

You know, of course, about the thick bark that protects old growth trees from fire. The 

crown may burn off, but the trunk lives on. New shoots sprout up and a new top will 

grow, though it will take some time. There is a concern, however, that many recent fires 

have burned so hot that they have burned right through that bark and damaged the 

cambium, the living tissue, underneath it. But even if a redwood trunk dies, that still 

won’t kill the tree. Most likely, it will grow again from its base.  

 

The fire of cancer treatment has been burning 

in me for five years. I have just finished my 

course of Tamoxifen. My crown burned off 

(actually, fell out) during the chemo and has 

grown back, though much thinner than before. 

But the oral medication had many unpleasant 

side effects, including brain fog and fatigue. 

In many ways, I feel like a burned-up 

redwood. I am hollowed out, and only time 

will tell how much strength and energy I gain 

back. But like my beloved trees at Henry 

Cowell, I have survived this fire, and that is 

cause for celebration. 

 

After every major burn, there is a lot of 

rebuilding to do. The historic ranger station at 

Big Basin was destroyed and there’s no way 

to put it back. But there is a way to put 

something new in its place. I can’t make 

myself five years younger. I can’t simply pick up where I left off before I was diagnosed 

with cancer. I will have to regrow from my roots. Right now, I’m looking for a few 

breaks in the canopy, for the light I need to stream down on me. Today is my re-birthday. 

It has been a fierce fire for five years, and I’m so very grateful for all the volunteers who 

helped me fight it. We are family now, and when this virus has burned itself out, we will 

all be springing up to new life. Hold on until November. The rain is coming! 

   

 

March 15, 2021 

One month ago, I paid a visit to the oncologist in Eureka for a visit to go over some 

bloodwork that hadn’t been done at Kaiser because of the move last year. I have been off 

of the Tamoxifen for several months, which means that I am no longer taking any cancer 

treatments. The doctor took a look at the lab results, looked at me, and said, “You’re in 



great shape. What are you doing here?” After answering a few questions, he sent me 

away, and I won’t be going back unless the cancer comes back. God is good! 

 

In the weeks since, I’ve hardly had time 

to process what this means. So, I thought 

that I should take some time to reflect on 

my life in the trees now that the 

treatments have ended. For sure, I 

breathe easier now, and not just because 

I survived the last six years. It’s also 

because we moved to Eureka and the air 

is cleaner here. What’s more, the 

redwoods are closer. I can’t even drive 

across town without running into forest. 

Everywhere I go, I can smell trees, and 

it’s a constant reminder that we can 

breathe because of them.  

 

As you know, trees “inhale” our exhaust 

(CO2) and “exhale” the oxygen we need 

to live. While I’ve read that the average tree produces about 260 pounds of oxygen a 

year, redwoods are not your average tree. I don’t know how many breathing beings a 

single redwood can support, but when I’m out at Headwaters Forest Preserve, I have a 

keen sense that the trees are supporting me.  

 

As I run and gasp for breath, I imagine that there is a kind of “spiritual respiration” going 

on, a phrase that John Wesley used to talk about the divine-human exchange that happens 

when the Spirit of God breathes love and mercy on the human soul and the soul breathes 

back prayer and praise to God. In a similar way, trees breathe on us what we need, and 

we breathe back to them what they need. It is the cycle of life in both instances. 

 

We have all needed the trees desperately in this time of Covid, and I am not the only one 

who has been out there getting their tree therapy for months now. The trails are more 

crowded now, but there is air enough to spare! I intend to continue to practice spiritual 

respiration in the redwoods long after Covid is over, the cancer is gone, and the chaos has 

ended. For me, it is a new year with a new administration and new hope. I’m in a new 

home with a new church and new people. And I’m starting a new chapter in my health. I 

don’t know, but something feels like new life. Just in time for Easter. My very long Lent 

is over. Alleluia. 

 



 

August 23, 2021  

I haven't written a meditation for a while, perhaps because living among redwoods is not 

the same as escaping to them, as I did in San Jose. Or perhaps it is Covid which seems to 

sap my mental focus and motivation. But here I was in the woods, preparing to write a 

sermon on eating the flesh and drinking the blood of Jesus [John 6] and trying to find 

some way to put into words this mystical experience of communion with Christ. In the 

McKay Community Forest, this is what I came up with: 

 

Holy One of God, as I was running in the redwoods the other day and yearning for your 

presence, I felt the soft but solid ground beneath my feet and wondered how it is that you 

are with us in the bread and the fruit of the vine. Overhead, the warm sun and the cool 

breeze coming through the trees made me wonder how we feel, how we experience your 

presence among us. I stopped to pick a ripe, juicy blackberry. Popping it in my mouth, I 

wondered what it means to say that we eat of your body and drink of your blood.  

 

A little further down the trail, I was thinking: the more time I spend in the redwoods, the 

more I am convinced that I am not a separate entity. I am just another link in the chain of 

being, another strand in the web of life. I am a part of the forest, and the forest is a part of 

me. Then it dawned on me: communing with Christ is like communing with these trees. 

 

When we come to the Lord’s table, we are not separate entities. Any more than creatures 

in the forest, we are not disconnected to each other or to Christ. Eating the bread and 

drinking the wine is an affirmation that we are all linked; we are all members of one 

divine ecosystem of grace. 

 

By your amazing grace, the presence of me at Christ’s table is as real as this redwood in 

the forest. And the presence of Christ in the bread and cup is as tangible and tasty as the 

blackberries on this vine. I don’t understand it. I can’t explain it. But it is good that we 

are here now. Amen. 
 



 

 


