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The Tabebuia Tree and My Response to An Atheist

Life in South Florida
A few years ago, my family lived in Fort Lauderdale. 
If you have lived or visited South Florida for any length of time, the first thing apparent is the 
beautiful tropical trees and fauna that grows everywhere.  From beautiful palm trees of all varieties 
to lush tropical flowers, to describe the area as paradise is to undersell the region.  Of course, it is 
easy to miss this beauty because of the miles and miles of concrete that seem to go on forever.

The Tabebuia Tree
One of the trees that flourishes in South Florida is a yellow-flowering tree called to tabebuia tree.  
You can see the trees around Central Florida as well, but they are particularly abundant in South 
Florida.  Each year, this tree drops all of its leaves during the fall/winter season. Then in spring, it 
begins to produce abundantly these beautiful yellow flowers.  They are simply gorgeous.

An interesting thought.
As I reflect on the tabebuia trees’ beauty, I’m struck by this thought.  Why did nature produce 
such a gorgeous tree? And why does it seem to flower only during the spring season?

Why Talk About Trees
I know many of you this morning didn’t come to church this morning to expecting to hear the priest 
talking about tabebuia trees.   In fact,  most of you are probably waiting for the inevitable discussion 
on sin and how bad you are, and why you should come to church more often, etc.  Don’t worry. I’m 
going to get to that in just a little while. 

But first, I want to talk about trees.

Our Cultural Problem
In America, two competing stories are at work in our culture.
Th First Story is theism - or the belief that God exists.
The Second Story is atheism - or the belief that God does not exist.
This is ancient clash that has been around ever since humanity could look up into the heavens and 
ask, is this all there is?

Stories serve a purpose.
Both of the stories are stories that we tell ourselves and one another.  These stories help us make 
sense out of the world. Explain why things are the way they are. 

When a person’s dream comes true, we use these stories to explain their success.  When something 
evil happens, like terrorism or school shootings, we use these same stories to explain the evil and 
point to the good.
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Every culture has a story, a story that makes sense of the complexity of the universe.

Democratic Freedom
Because we live in a land of freedom and democracy,  there isn’t a story or one belief system that is 
legislated by the government like some countries in the middle east.
 
At least, there isn’t suppose to be.  So instead, in our culture all kinds of stories are developed to 
explain why good things seem to happen to bad people — l mean how do you explain Justin 
Bieber.  But never mind.

Two Predominant Stories
Stories in Conflict
Even though there are all kinds of stories in our culture, there are two main stories that are 
competing for center attention.

The first story is that of Christianity, which says that there is a supreme God of the universe who is 
personal, loving, supernatural and who is there. 

The second story is that of secularism, which says that there is no God but the universe which 
impersonal, morally neutral, natural and all that is there.

Returning to the Tabebuia Tree
While we could spend the rest of the day unpacking the differences between the two views, I think 
it important to stop and ask this questions. 
If there is no God, how then do you explain the beauty of the tabebuia tree? How do you explain 
beauty at all?

An Ancient Problem
As I mentioned earlier, the conflict between stories has been around for generations.
That was the great problem the ancient Greek philosophers wrestled with.
They noted that nature appeared to have some organizing principle behind it, a telos or purpose. 

BY reason alone, they could look at a horse and discern that its purpose appeared to be centered on 
man’s ability to ride it.  Socrates became so convinced of Reason that he rejected the ancient Greek 
gods. 

Socrates Stumbling Block - Zeus and the Oak
It’s remarkable to understand his stumbling block.  The central symbol of Zeus was the lightning 
bolt, but it was also the oak.  Socrates could not understand why Zeus would use his lightning bolt 
to damage his other symbol. Was he having a cosmic temper tantrum?
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Socrates’ Atheism
Noting Socrates’ atheism, the Greek poet Aristophanes attacked Socrates accusing him of atheism 
and corrupting the minds of the youth.  What was at risk, the ancient Greek’s realized that if man 
had no God, then their laws would be unenforceable, and their entire society would collapse.

Truth, Goodness and Beauty
Even though the Greek’s were sophisticated and even brilliant thinkers, they recognized that there 
was — truth, goodness, and beauty.  

In a secular world without any god, we are faced to ask these questions — what is true? What is 
good? What is beauty?  Is the tabebuia tree beautiful and is it good?
What would the world look like without the tabebuia tree?

The Troubling Problem with Atheism
You see the troubling aspect about the no-God option is the utter breakdown of values. 
The Russian novelists Dostoevsky said it best,
“Without God…all things are lawful.” 

That means that we have no way of criticizing those who set off bombs in public places, murdering 
innocent men, women, and children.  Dostoevsky's insight also means we have no way of 
explaining to our children the source of evil and become unable to provide them with any real 
hope. 

You see, the no God option only leads us ultimately to one place — the place of despair and we can 
provide no hope, no source of encouragement, and nothing to look forward too.  If we are our own 
gods, then what hope is there? 

We might as well cut down the tabebuia tree because its beauty is fleeting and points to nothing.

The Christian Alternative
The Christian view posits something very different about the tabebuia tree. 
It makes a claim that the tabebuia tree was designed with a purpose in mind, a distinct 
contribution to our universe. 
Psalms 19:1 says, “the heavens declare the glory of God, the sky above proclaims his handiwork.” 
In St. Paul’s epistle to the Romans, he writes, “Romans 1:20 (ESV) — 20 For his invisible attributes, 
namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of 
the world, in the things that have been made.”

In other words, at the most basic level of nature, there is a telos or purpose of the created world that gives 
testimony as to why things exist. 

As I have already said, we live in a world that seeks to deny the existence of God.
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Ockham’s Razor
Franciscan Friar and Philosopher William of Ockham posited a very helpful philosophic argument — 
he reasoned, the simplest answer is often the correct one.

Which is easier to explain to a child, why does the tabebuia tree exist: because its beauty points to a 
creator or its beauty was a chance aspect of nature.

The Denial of God was St. Paul’s frustration when he wrote:
19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 For his 
invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever 
since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 
21 For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they 
became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, they 
became fools, 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man 
and birds and animals and creeping things.

Real Evil in the World
In our world today, we are repeatedly faced with the troubling reminder that there is real evil 
in the world. 
That even when humanity accomplishes something good, we are forced to accept that very often 
humanity is equally capable of great evil.

We can accomplish great technological marvels of computers, and information technology, and we 
can also use this same technology to exploit women and children through the proliferation of 
pornography.
 
The Christian answer to this dilemma is that evil or sin is an alien presence in our world. That God’s 
original creation was not imperfect.  But because humanity rebelled against its creator, the world 
fell into darkness.

The Claim of Jesus
To correct this tragedy, God entered into the story of the world in the person of Jesus Christ. 
Very often we hear people describe Jesus as a good person, a great teacher, or even a great 
prophet.  But Jesus’ words do not allow for this interpretation.

In John 14:7, Jesus is quoted as saying:
“I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. 7 If you 
had known me, you would have known my Father also. From now on you do know him and have 
seen him.”

The claim is implicit but straightforward. Jesus claimed to be the incarnate God of the universe. 
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Today we would have simply written him off as a fraud.

You see, Jesus demonstrated to the world the heart of God and corrected the evil by becoming evil 
on our behalf. He was even hung on a tree at Calvary, the tree of death.

But death did not contain him, instead, what was a tree of death became for us a tree of life.  
Because three days later, Christians believe that something supernatural took place.
Jesus, the God-man, defeated death and rose from the dead.

The Purpose of Easter
What is remarkable about the Easter story is the single value that arises from it:  hope. 

We can have hope that despite repeated terrorist attacks, God’s plan is still being worked out.
We can have hope that the world contains purpose, and the beauty we enjoy has real meaning.
We can have hope that even though today is difficult or hard, tomorrow brings with it new 
possibilities.

You see we don’t have to live in a world of hopeless evil.  We don’t have to live in an unexplainable 
world where we cannot give answers to our children.  In fact, we can live in a world of anticipation 
of the hope where the Bible’s portrayal of God turning evil into good rings true.

Conclusion 
You see, at the end of the day, I believe the tabebuia tree. I believe its beauty is an everlasting 
reminder pointing to another tree — the cross of Christ and the life that springs from its branches.  
Amen.


