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Well, here it is, just days before Christmas, the final Sunday in Advent.  The Sunday of Love.  So I 

thought it would be appropriate to share three love stories with you today.  I think you'll be able to see 

my thread as we go along.  So let's begin.  
 

The first is a story about creation.  Because when we look around at God’s creation, we know there is a 

power and majesty beyond us that is responsible for all we see, and we are humbled to even be part of it.  

That’s why so many of us are spiritually moved and see God as we look out at the ocean or on a 

mountaintop vista.  That’s why so many of us see God in our animals, the flowers, the forests.  Yes, 

through the things God has made for us to enjoy, we see God and know that he must love us to create 

such wonderful things, and surround us with such beauty.  And, so, this first love story is about a tree in 

Yarmouth, Maine.   
 

Every year, a few weeks before Christmas, tree warden, Frank Knight walked through the snow to the 

giant elm that stood at the corner of Yankee and Main Streets.  Over the years his hands grew 

increasingly unsteady, but that didn’t stop him from completing his sacred ritual – wrapping a red velvet 

bow around the tree’s massive trunk.  But it was one summer when Frank first noticed problems with 

Yarmouth’s largest elm. There were leaves on the limbs that were wilting, and two diseased limbs 

stretching up saying, "You can’t save me." "But I did," said Frank. "It was a beautiful specimen, with a 

broccoli top, like a prize elm should be. It was bigger than the trees around it and so perfectly 

shaped.” Frank sprayed the elm with fungicide and pruned its burdened limbs. The next spring, it 

bloomed spectacularly.  “I talk to trees, trees talk to me.  They say, ‘Oh, thanks for doing that, Frank. I 

know you’re trying to take care of me.’” 
 

One day a young girl named Donna Felker was playing under the tree.  When she saw Frank boring holes 

into its trunk, giving the tree its yearly medicine, she threw herself against the elm and screamed, “Don’t 

hurt Herbie!” And the name Herbie stuck.  In 1987, standing at 110 feet tall, with a 20 foot 

circumference, Herbie entered the registry as the biggest elm tree in New England. The town quietly 

rejoiced each spring when Herbie’s leaves sprouted and turned emerald green.  For them, the tree was a 

symbol of strength and perseverance, as dear to them as the aging gentleman who pruned his branches.  

Herbie was just a tree; his caretaker, merely a man. But over their half-century together, the two became 

a symbol of community, fellowship and care. 



In the spring of 2008, Herbie’s leaves began to turn a dark yellow and curl unnaturally.  By then, Frank, 

age 100, had handed over the title of tree warden to Debbie Hopkins.  When Debbie first noticed the 

disease spreading into Herbie’s bark, she and Frank came up with a plan to remove the diseased limbs 

and pump dozens of gallons of fungicide under the bark.  Then they waited. It would be a full year before 

they’d know if this round of caretaking had succeeded.  One Sunday at church, Frank made an 

announcement.  “I hope it’s not too much to ask for prayers for Herbie.” 

 

In the spring of 2009, Frank and Debbie returned and found large streaks in the branches at the top of 

Herbie’s once lush canopy, a sure sign the disease was killing Frank’s dear friend. They looked at each 

other, neither one saying a word.  On January 18, 2010, the men began hacking at the branches and 

sawing away at the centuries-old tree.  Hundreds of people gathered to watch.  Limb by limb, the tree fell 

to the ground. Friends say Frank cried when the lumbermen sawed through Herbie’s trunk.  When the 

crew made its last cuts into Herbie, his 40,000-pound trunk shook the earth like nothing Yarmouth had 

ever felt before.  Then someone began counting Herbie’s rings, one for each year the tree had anchored 

the corner of Yankee and Main. First 50, then 100, then 200. The count stopped at 217.  George 

Washington was president then. 

 

Several residents formed a group called The Herbie Project. Their mission was to take Herbie’s remains 

and sculpt them into items that could be sold at auction, and to use the money to plant disease-resistant 

elms in his honor.  So that Herbie’s legacy would never die.  Local artisans came to hand pick pieces of 

lumber for their various projects, like baseball bats, benches, bowls and more, including offering plates 

specially crafted for Frank’s church.  Pastor Kent Allen says the plates get passed around Frank’s church 

every Sunday morning. “Herbie was a special tree,” Allen says. “He became a spiritual symbol of God’s 

everlasting presence and glory.”  On May 14, 2012, at the age of 103, Frank Knight passed away.  He 

was put to rest in a custom-built casket, lovingly crafted from the wood of his good friend, Herbie.  And 

less than a mile away, on the corner of Yankee and Main, a new, vibrant young elm tree—a gift of the 

Herbie Project—had been planted in Herbie’s place, beginning a journey that perhaps could last for 

centuries as well.1  

 

That’s a beautiful love story, don’t you think?  About a man’s love for God’s creation.   

                                                           
1 Sarah Perry, The Old Man and the Tree, Southwest Airlines Magazine, December 2012 issue 



Well, the second story is even more beautiful, because it’s about the love of a child. The Bible tells us 

repeatedly how children are a gift from God. Every single life, every single child, is a reward and 

blessing. Whether they're bringing parents pride and joy, or whether they are teaching us how to be more 

patient and understanding and forgiving.  God knows that children can bring us closer to him.  So let's 

watch a video... 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i6ZQXsIi45U&list=PLNv8jBTaKnYN88H2mt8HlhLb4gZc5OOOT 

God’s love revealed through a child.  "See you soon, son."  How poignant, how promising! 

 

And that brings me to my final love story.  It's one you are intimately familiar with and it goes like this: 

“For God so loved the world, even with all its brokenness and sin, that he gave his only Son, that 

everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.”  So God sent the angel Gabriel to a 

virgin named Mary, who said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.  You 

will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall name him, Jesus, which means, ‘He saves,’ for 

he will save people from their brokenness and sin.  He went through the land bringing love, hope, peace, 

forgiveness, acceptance, and teaching to all who would listen.  He healed people of their infirmities, he 

calmed the winds of storms, he fed thousands on a little boy’s lunch, he wept with those who were 

mourning, comforted those who were hurting, he fellowshipped with sinners, saved the life of an 

adulteress, touched the untouchable, loved the unlovable, challenged the self-righteous, praised the 

goodness of a prostitute, and assured a thief entrance into heaven.  Because he so loved the world he 

willingly suffered humiliation and death.  He said, “No greater love has a man than this, that he lay down 

his life for his friends.”  And then he let himself be led to the place called Golgotha where they nailed 

him to a tree and crucified him.”  Yes, “God proved his love for us in that while we were still sinners, 

Christ died for us.”  Then, on the third day he rose from the dead, overcoming and defeating the powers 

of sin and death.  And before he ascended into heaven, he made this promise, “I go and prepare a place 

for you, and I will come again and take you to myself.”  That place where all things will be revealed, all 

things made whole, all things made perfect, for all of eternity.  

 

Three beautiful love stories, about love of creation, love of children, love of the Lord - perfect for this 

Advent Sunday.  But like I said earlier, if you followed my thread, wouldn’t you agree, there is one story 

missing? And what is that?  Well, how about our love for one another.  That story seems to be missing!  

All we have to do is look around and see anger, loneliness, suicide, addiction.  Broken relationships, 

broken homes, broken lives.  All caused by what?  Love that is missing.  As theologian, Frederick 



Buechner says, “Perhaps that's the great paradox we face on this Advent Sunday of love.  That love is, at 

the same time the most powerful, and the least powerful, force in the world.  Love is the most powerful 

force, because it alone can conquer that final and most impregnable stronghold which is the human heart.  

It is the least powerful force, because it can do nothing without our consent.”2  Love can do nothing 

except by our consent.  So you see, that final story cannot be written unless you agree to write it.  Unless 

you agree to go out and offer that help, even when it means you may be inconvenienced.  Unless you 

offer compassion and understanding, even when you feel someone doesn't deserve it.  Unless you bring a 

smile or joy to someone’s life, even when you have your own issues to deal with.  Unless you give your 

consent to give your love unconditionally and sacrificially, the same way the God of all creation loves 

you. 

 

It’s Christmas.  The season of hope and peace and joy and especially, LOVE.  So isn’t it time for you to 

write your final story?  Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 Love, Fredrick Buechner 


