Address given by the dean of Hereford,
the Very Reverend Michael Tavinor, at the
Cathedral Eucharist in Hereford Cathedral

on Christmas Day 2011
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It is a meditation based on the carol ‘Jesus
Christ the Apple Tree’, and the dean’s words
were interspersed by the cathedral choir
singing a setting of the words of the carol by
Elizabeth Poston.



The carol has a particular resonance in Hereford this year as it is the subject of a
large mosaic at the west end of the cathedral. Designed by Canon Sandy Elliott it is
part of the great restoration of the Cathedral Close, completed October 201 I.

The tree of life my soul hath seen,
Laden with fruit, and always green:
The trees of nature fruitless be
Compared with Christ the apple tree.

Of course, it’s not a Christmas carol at all
— we just associate it with Christmas
because it’s often sung at carol services -
and it’s uppermost in our minds this year
because it’s the inspiration for our great
mosaic outside the cathedral at the west
end — a project in which you, the
congregation were so very generously
involved. Indeed, without your kind help, |
doubt whether it would ever have come
to pass! Jesus Christ the Apple Tree. The
text — from New England in the 18"
century — providing a wonderful link for us between the Christian faith — world-wide and local.
Jesus Christ — Lord of all the earth — Lord of the universe — born in Bethlehem — worshipped by
millions — and yet associated with the apple tree — our own tree in Herefordshire — Jesus
concerned with the local — the individual, the (dare we say) unspectacular apple tree.

This Christmas morning address takes the form of a meditation of aspects of this, our newest
addition to the cathedral.

His beauty doth all things excel:
By faith | know, but ne’er can tell
The glory which | now can see
In Jesus Christ, the apple tree.

‘By faith | know, but ne’er can tell
The glory which | now can see’




The apple tree as depicted outside the west door is a paradox. Certainly, it’s a thing of beauty
— all those different stones cut from quarries in the Forest of Dean — representing different
kinds of local apples - thousands of pieces, lovingly put in place by skilled craftsmen.

But it’s not a work of art to be solely gazed at — it
has a working life too. People tread on it —
bicycles ride over it. We hope that people will
care for it — but it’s not a piece of art to be held in
kid gloves.

Nor was the Son of God. A thing of beauty
though he was, he was born to experience the
world in all its messiness — that little baby grew
up to be a man who would suffer — people literally
walked over him — like our apple tree outside the
cathedral, so he suffered outside the walls of
Jerusalem. Our apple tree helps us to realise, yet
again, that ours is not a God ‘up there’ —we
actually look down at this beauty and see him at
our feet.

Later in the Christian year, on Maundy Thursday,
we shall sing these words when we celebrate the
Last Supper and the washing of the feet of the
disciples:

We strain to glimpse your mercy-seat,
And find you kneeling at our feet.

And that paradox — that realising that our God is here, in the midst — in the mess and sadness
of it all — begins today — in the manger.

For happiness | long have sought,
And pleasure dearly have | bought:
I missed of all; but now [ see
‘Tis found in Christ the apple tree,




The apple tree reminds us of the Genesis myth — and the seeking of endless happiness by Adam
and Eve. It could not be — human life has to be shot through with sorrow as well as joy.
‘Pleasure dearly have | bought — | missed of all’. Yes, that’s the story of the Genesis tree of good
and evil — and it’s been the story of humankind when we’ve hugged happiness to ourselves
instead of sharing and suddenly, found that it’s evaporated.

That’s been the story of these past years — the world endlessly seeking happiness in huge
wealth and greed — and realising that these things cannot bring that happiness. The writer of
the carol finds that true happiness is not in wealth, or possessions or money but in the apple
tree — the Jesus of the manger — the Jesus of the Cross — the Jesus who is closer to us now that
the air we breathe — the Jesus who is gives meaning to life when material things are no more.

I’'m weary with my former toil,
Here will | sit and rest while:
Under the shadow [ will be,
Of Jesus Christ the apple tree.

The apple tree at the west end
is a place of activity — people walk there, go about their business, but it is also a place to rest
while — there are benches there — we hope that apple tree

piazza will be a place where people stop and stand and stare.

A reminder that we so desperately need that space and quiet which — yes - the cathedral seeks
to provide, but more than that, which the birth of Christ provides.

There’s a lovely verse in the book of Wisdom - a ‘Before Christ book’, of course, but it always
strikes me as giving that feeling of silent expectation at the birth of Christ:

For when gentle silence enveloped all things,
and night in its swift course was now half
gone, thy all-powerful word leaped from
heaven, from the royal throne. Wisdom
18:14







