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Even Now the Axe 

1 Advent A – December 4, 2022 

Some of my favorite memories from when I was a child happened on a farm. What 

makes this unusual is that I did not grow up on a farm; nor did my parents, or their 

parents, or as far as we know, their parents. They were people of the city, and before 

that of the town, more of the factory than the barnyard, more the office block than 

the sheepcote. Farms to my sister and me were special things, places you drove past 

on the highway, or drove out to on purpose to find what you couldn’t find elsewhere, 

sites where nature met industry to produce bounty and stubble. They were places 

where other people lived, and did so in lives far different from ours, with different 

horizons and expectations. No farm ever felt like a place I belonged, though I think 

I remember once having wanted to. But we all must know our limits in life, and I 

know that I’d have been as much out of place down on the farm as out trying to help 

rig a clipper ship at sea.  

The only people in my family who knew anything about farms did so because they 

lived on one, in England. My cousin had married a farmer and loved he life as a 

farmer’s wife, and eventually farmer’s mother. The family into whom she married 

had ben farming their little corner of Gloucestershire for centuries, as tenants of 

Magdalen College, Oxford. They never owned the land they stood on, but always 

had the right to call it home. The old barn was a solid, Tudor thing, full of the smells 

of dairy cows, hobbits, ale, and hay, and we used to leap with our cousins onto the 

sacked bales, trying desperately to muddy our town boots and jeans until they looked 

at least a little like they belonged there. The farm table was a mass of solid oak that 

was old when Thomas Hardy was young. The meals my cousins served on it were 

heavenly. 
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Two other farms figure in my youth. The first was one that the Scout troop called 

The Proving Ground, a section of a farm down in Greene County, right on the West 

Virginia line. To get to it, you drove to the back of beyond and turned right, stopped 

to unlatch the gate, and then went down a rutted wagon track till you crested a hill 

past the wheat fields and into a clearing where stood a rustic house backed by acres 

of second growth forest and the occasional trail. Clearing and trailed forest proved to 

be the Proving Grounds, not the farm itself. No chickens, no goats; no hay, no straw; 

just the woods and their challenges, the Civil War surplus pup tents, and the 

occasional hunter coming through. The farm was the country retreat and hunting 

lodge of one of the scoutmaster’s good friends, who let the troop use it whenever 

they wanted, so long as we didn’t get in the way of deer season or turkey season, 

grouse season or black powder season. They never did teach us much about hunting, 

and nothing at all about weapons or long guns (as country people distinguish them), 

which makes me something of an outsider in the place I was born. The closest we 

got was archery, campfires, knots and knives, and watching one of the leaders skin, 

clean, and cook a rabbit he’d snared one afternoon on a day much like this one. You 

boys should watch this, he said, learn how to feed yourself in the wild if you ever 

find you have to. It smelled alright, chestnuts roasting on an open fire and all. Those 

of us brave enough tried a little. It didn’t taste like chicken – at least, not modern 

chicken. The taste was more like the taste of another time, long ago.  

The other farm I remember was the one we went to, much closer to home, that 

grew nothing but Christmas trees. My parents loved having a live (technically, fresh 

cut) tree in the house but hated getting one that had been cut sometime last April in 

Colorado or Alberta and shipped to a spooky, ill-lit parking lot for them to buy, take 

home, set up, and have lose all its leaves a week or so before Mary’s time came to be 

delivered of her firstborn again. They found, somehow, a guy who sold trees off his 

family farm down in Canonsburg. To get there you turned left at the fork and went 
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past where the old depot used to be, and turned to go up the hill just before the 

mailbox, right after the big bend by the lake, you can’t miss it. We missed it just 

about every year at least once, but would go the last weekend in September so that 

Dad could tag the tree Mum eventually said would be fine. We’d go back on the first 

Sunday in December to cut it down and haul it home.  

That worked until one year, we got to where tree we’d chosen used to be, except 

that it wasn’t there. Technically, it was half there: the stump remained, and 

presumably the roots, but that was all. Dad’s tag was there, on the ground, no longer 

attached to the tree he’d chosen. He was not pleased. He didn’t say anything. He 

simply walked over there a bit and kicked, shook his head, and said he’d have a word 

with the man but for now we’d have to look for another one. 

There were hundreds on that farm, up this field and down that other one, short 

needled, long needled, this one’s too small; no, Dennis, that one’s too big, it won’t 

fit in the stand. No, no, no, not that one. I remember looking at it before and it’s 

got a big hole on it on the left. Oh, I don’t know; this one leans. That one’s too tall. 

Just pick one, come on, it’s getting late, well I’m not paying good money for a bad 

tree, do you want to go somewhere else? No, we’re here now, might as well make 

do, this one’ll be alright, better than the first one if you ask me, don’t know how we 

missed it before. Now just hold this, lad, while I cut it down.  

Within minutes, what had begun that day as a happy fir living its best life in a field 

with other firs was sawn in two, the top half to be taken, the bottom half left. By its 

lower branches and trunk would my sister and I drag this living creature to the tractor 

lane and then down it, trying not to let it roll away. We hauled; Dad paid. Mum 

walked beside. The fella came out of wherever he spent December afternoons to 

wrap our Christmas in twine or that plastic net that’s such a threat to seabirds, he and 
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my dad would get it into or on top of our car, depending on the car, and off we’d 

go, hoping to make it home before it got dark or started to rain.  

Those trees were the biggest things I ever saw my father kill. They lasted till Twelfth 

Night, no problem, being the freshest one could get, a resource both local and 

renewable. I did the same thing myself when it became my time to have sons and to 

live even closer to that tree farm than my parents had, go there each year to cut the 

same kind of tree from the very same hill, give my sons the same kind of Christmas 

I’d had. Not everyone gets that chance. I am lucky to have had it.  

Being me, I’m sure that I brought up once or twice, just before the saw bit in, the 

passage from today’s gospel that “Even now the axe is laid at the foot of the tree,” 

and reflected about how odd it was that we were cutting this thing down to take 

home precisely because it was the loveliest of its kind that we could find here. John 

speaks of Jesus cutting down trees that bear no good fruit, and as such lose their right 

to take nourishment from the sky and the ground. We were doing it for the opposite 

reason. Our trees had grown, or been trimmed while growing, to look just right, 

were harvested at their peak, and had no other role than to provide Yuletide cheer, 

and after that mulch for the spring, or fuel for winter fires. They were not metaphors 

for those who have been hung in the balance and found wanting. They were things 

that grew for a time and that we took so that we might enjoy them for a time, lit 

bright against the dark and cold. 

It is Christianity’s special gift to northern latitudes that the Feast of the Incarnation, 

the Nativity of the Lord, should be held at Yule, the traditional winter solstice feast 

of the Germanic peoples – think Germans, English, Norse, and so on. Many cultures 

celebrate the winter solstice – or summer solstice, in the southern hemisphere – and 

do so in ways that celebrate the return of light amidst the growing darkness, and the 

pleasures of hearth and farm and home in the bleak midwinter. Into this season of 
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peace and stillness and light slowly returning to the sky the Christians brought their 

own Sun of Righteousness, the Prince of Peace, God-With-Us, and all that that 

would mean. Germans and Romans each made a party of it, this time of year, and so 

Christians did, too, but they also tried to remind us that this party was about 

something. What came into the world that first Christmas, and what no-one had 

looked for at Yule, was that God who would be like a refining fire, and not just one 

that warms and cools and keeps safe. Such a fire was not merely a mark of civilization 

and humanity, but of its redemption, and its perfection. It required repentance and 

renewal, as John spent his whole baptizing life reminding people, not just doing the 

same this year as we did in years gone by. It replaced the rear-view mirror in which 

so many people of John’s time spent their time looking for meaning and validation 

with a bright star of hope rising over the horizon. This hope was that things would 

be made new, as they were in the beginning, as they would be at the end, and as they 

should have been in all the times between.  

That tree farm got smaller as I got older. When I was young, I remember the walk 

back with a fresh cut tree to be miles long and to last hours. As an adult, I remember 

walking from tree stump to car park in less than 20 minutes. My sons, younger than 

I had been when I first started making that walk, assure me that it still took hours 

when you had a whole big tree to haul behind you. They’d watched me saw it down, 

and heard me curse the blade when it bent, and felt the same bittersweet reaction 

when the blade cut through and the tree feel down as I’d felt, way back when. All 

this so that we could have a Christmas tree, and enjoy it. They did all this because 

I’d done it, and I’d done it because my father had done it and taught me how. We’ve 

long since left that part of the world, and my father hasn’t taken a blade to any tree, 

bush, or shrub in thirty years. It is likely that he never will; life has its endings as well 

as its beginnings. I shall not soon forget the lesson in our going out on the farm intent 

on finding just the right tree and finding it – or  the lesson of what to do when that 



 
© 2022 Christopher Wilkins. All Rights Reserved.   

6 
 

One Right Tree had been taken away. Look for another, find it, and when it’s time, 

teach your kids to do likewise. Do not lose hope, do not give up or give in. Christmas 

is coming. Yule is upon us. We must celebrate the light, one another, our hearth and 

home, and salvation, yet again once more.  

But snaring, skinning, and roasting my own rabbit – that’s still a bit much. Amen. 

 


