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Growing our Roots 

February 13, 2022 

 

When I was a kid, my siblings and I did a little science experiment. One summer day, we went 

out on a walk with our parents, and we picked a bunch of Queen Anne’s Lace.  When we got 

home, we separated the Queen Anne’s Lace flowers into 5 different cups.  Then, in each cup, we 

added some water and food coloring.  One cup got red food coloring, the next got orange, and 

then yellow, green, and blue. Then we left the flowers on the kitchen counter for a while. 

 

The next morning, we came down to the kitchen to find that our Queen Anne’s Lace had 

changed colors!  The flower in the red water was now a light red; the flower in orange water had 

turned orange, and so on. 

 

That experiment illustrated a fact that is true for both plants and people: 

The source from which we draw our nourishment affects who we are. 

 

A plant drawing nourishment from orange water turns orange.  Good lesson in botany. 

 

For humans, speaking in purely physical terms, a person who only eats junk food does not turn 

out healthy.  A person who eats healthily all the time will be strong and fit.  We say, “We are 

what we eat.” 

 

Looking beyond nutrition, though, this also plays out in our spiritual selves.  If we seek spiritual 

nourishment, we are spiritually stronger and more stable. 

 

That’s a fact that Jeremiah tells us today.  He writes that if you trust only in your own strength 

and turn away from God, you’ll be like a shrub in the desert, poorly nourished and unable to 

withstand any hardship or drought. 

 

On the other hand, Jeremiah says, if you have a relationship with God, you’ll be like a tree 

planted near water, sending out roots into the stream.  Then when a drought comes, your leaves 

will stay green and you can weather the hardship. 

 

That trust in God, the rootedness in prayer, allows you to not only survive but even to continue 

flourishing in difficult times. 

 

We hear the same image in our psalm, Psalm 1: “Those who meditate on God day and night are 

like trees planted by streams of water, with leaves that do not wither.”   

 

If we spend time with God regularly, it nourishes our soul. 

 

Makes sense.  Believe it or not, though, prayer doesn’t just strengthen our souls; it strengthens 

our body as well.  There have been multiple studies that have found that regular prayer: 

• decreases anxiety and depression1 

 
1 Boelens PA, Reeves RR, Replogle WH, Koenig HG. A randomized trial of the effect of prayer on depression and anxiety. Int J 

Psychiatry Med. 2009;39(4):377-92. doi: 10.2190/PM.39.4.c. PMID: 20391859, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20391859/. 



2 

• decreases anger and aggression2 

• can even help us better withstand pain3 

 

Secular meditation, by the way, also offers some of these benefits, though not to the same extent 

as spiritual meditation or prayer.4  Obviously, as a priest, I’m going to encourage you to pray, but 

if secular meditation is your preference, I’m certainly not going to dissuade you. 

 

It seems to me that we are created, we are wired to be prayerful beings.  Prayer doesn’t only 

nourishing for our soul; it is healthy for our bodies.   

 

Studies like this also remind us that there’s not this stark divide between body and soul or our 

physical and spiritual selves; they are connected.  One of the kind of tenets of the Episcopal faith 

is that we are incarnational, which means that we reject his kind of dualism that says that 

anything physical or related to the body is bad, and anything spiritual or related to the soul is 

good.  Both the physical world and the spiritual realm are created by God and inherently good. 

 

If that’s getting a little too heady for you, let me steer us back to Jeremiah.  Whether Jeremiah 

had performed the experiment with Queen Anne’s Lace and food coloring or not, he knew what 

he was talking about.  Prayer, spending time with God, is like sinking our roots deep into the 

ground to be fed.  And if we neglect to take time to consciously be with God, our roots don’t go 

deep and we can find ourselves feeling lost and struggling, not only spiritually but physically. 

 

What I think is interesting, is that during droughts, trees and hardy plants actually send their 

roots deeper to find water.  Hardship in fact encourages plants (and people) to seek out 

nourishment. 

 

Maybe that is one of the silver linings of the pandemic over the past two years: it helps us to sink 

our roots into the things that are important: prayer, spiritual practices, relationships, sabbath 

rest.  Hardship pushes us to grow in our faith. 

 

I wonder if that’s what Jesus is getting at today as he shares what we call “The Beatitudes” with 

a crowd of his followers. 

Blessed are you who are poor, hungry, crying, unpopular.  You will know a faith deeper than 

anyone else. 

But woe to you who are rich, full, laughing, and popular, because hardship will inevitably come, 

and you will find your roots are too shallow to support you. 

 

And it’s not that there are two groups that Jesus is separating out, the blessed and the 

woeful.  Everyone weeps at some point, and it’s helpful to be reminded that one day, you will 

 
2 Ryan H. Bremner, Sander L. Koole, Brad J. Bushman, “’Pray for Those Who Mistreat You’: Effects of Prayer on Anger and 

Aggression,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, XX(X) 1–8 (2011). 

https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.1010.259&rep=rep1&type=pdf 
3 Amy B. Wachholtz and Kenneth I. Pargament, “Is Spirituality a Critical Ingredient of Meditation? Comparing the Effects of 

Spiritual Meditation, Secular Meditation, and Relaxation on Spiritual, Psychological, Cardiac, and Pain Outcomes,” Journal of 

Behavioral Medicine, Vol. 28, No. 4, August 2005 ( C 2005) DOI: 10.1007/s10865-005-9008-5. https://resspir.org/wp-

content/uploads/2018/07/Is-Spirituality-a-Critical-Ingredient-of-Meditation.pdf 
4 Ibid. 
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laugh again.  Everyone laughs at some point, and it’s good to be kind to those who are weeping, 

because you’ll cry again one day too.  These are stages and moments that we experience, and 

Jesus is giving hope to those who are struggling and humility to those who are not. 

 

Always, wherever you are or whatever you are experiencing, take the time to be with God, to 

help your roots grow a little deeper. 

 

I’ll also add, that these findings of the benefits of prayer are not new.  But it’s hard, harder than it 

should be, to spend time in prayer regularly.  If I told you that you could take a pill that would 

make you happier, less anxious, less sad, calmer, less angry, and would increase your pain 

tolerance, who wouldn’t want to take that pill? 

 

But as soon as I say that it requires something of you, it gets a little less appealing.  Now it’s not 

a lot of time – some of the prayer in these studies lasted 5 minutes a day; some was one hour a 

week.  It’s not a huge time commitment, but it’s still incredibly hard to carve out time 

intentionally to just be still with God.  We are busy people, and we have things to do and places 

to go.  It’s hard to be stop doing things and just to be with God. 

 

If you find yourself in this boat, it can be helpful to reach out to a friend, to create some type of 

accountability.  “Let’s start a prayer group that meets an hour a week.”  [Mary Mazzoni has a gift 

to bring people together to be still and be in God’s presence, through listening to a book or 

sharing stories.  But it’s hard to commit even to half an hour a week!] 

 

When we spend time with God, we nourish our souls and bodies.  We send our roots even 

deeper, so that when hardship comes, we find ourselves a little bit better equipped to deal with it. 

 

I’m sorry I can’t offer you a pill to make life better.  But Jeremiah offers a practice that can 

change your life.  It is the practice of simply being with God. 

 

Amen. 
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