
The Watching Tree 
 

Homily for the Deacon Ordinations of Gene Ockinga and Christian Meléndez for the Diocese of Yakima 
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Jeremiah 1:4-9; 1 Timothy 3:8-10, 12-13; John 17:6, 14-19 
 

Most Reverend Joseph J. Tyson, Bishop of Yakima 
 

Peace be with you. In a 
few short moments I 
will hand you the Book 
of the Gospels and 
announce: “Receive 
the Gospel of Christ 
whose herald you have 
become.” A herald of 
the Gospel. What might 
that mean for you, 
Gene and for you 
Christian as you 
assume the office of 
deacon? 
 
The prophet Jeremiah 
provides a kind of 
blueprint for how we 
become “heralds.” 
“Before I formed you in 
the womb, I knew you and before you were born, I consecrated you…” What is Jeremiah’s response? 
“Lord I am too young.”  
 
This is not an issue at this ordination. Gene, I believe you and I are in the same insurance actuarial. And 
Christian, if you are not “over the hill” as we say in English, you are very near it! So, I would want to focus 
just a few lines down on the visions of Jeremiah where the Lord asks Jeremiah, “What do you see?”  
Jeremiah responds, “I see the branch of an almond tree.” “You have seen well,” the Lord responds, “for 
I am watching over my word to perform it.” That’s the first vision of Jeremiah. Jeremiah sees a “watching 
tree.” 
 
Note this: In February, the early spring of the ancient Middle East, the almond tree is the first of the 
trees to bloom. It begins to bloom, not with new leaves, but like our own cherry trees here in the 
Pacific Northwest. The almond tree blooms with five white pedals surrounding a bright red “eye” or 
“core.” Thus, in Hebrew the almond tree is also called the “watching” tree.  In Hebrew the word for 
almond and the verb to watch are nearly the same: ֵקד ַקד shaqed is an almond and שָׁ  shaqad means שָׁ
to watch or to be awake. So, when the almond tree blooms, it is as though a thousand eyes are open 
and awake, watching after the slumber of winter. 
 



Indeed, the qualities of a deacon outlined in our second reading from First Timothy all point to a kind 
of wakeful alertness in terms of the deacon’s personal and spiritual life. Likewise, the Gospel suggests a 
kind of alertness, not only to the Gospel, but to the dangers of the evil one who leads us away. Peter 
Steele in his farewell message last week gave this graphic image of Holy Orders: We breath in “sin and 
death and breath out gospel.” It is because of his watchfulness that Peter Steele has resigned from 
priesthood, that Matthew Ockinga has asked for a pause and that you, Gene and you Christian come 
forward today. I thank you for your watchfulness before the Lord. 
 
Gene Ockinga I am keenly aware that you have held this Book of the Gospel many times leading in 
procession those with whom you will break open the Word as they prepare for the Easter sacraments. 
Watching and listening to how the word works on their hearts prepares you to become a herald of the 
Gospel and a permanent deacon for the Church here in the Diocese of Yakima. 
 
Your ordination as a permanent deacon will deepen you and your ministry. I hope you take courage 
from the words of Pope Francis in his May 2020 prayer intention, “Deacons are not second-level 
priests. They are part of the clergy and live their vocation in and with their family. They are dedicated 
to the service of the poor, who carry within them the face of the suffering Christ. They are guardians of 
service in the Church. Let us pray that deacons, faithful in their service to the Word and the poor, may 
be an invigorating symbol for the entire Church.” 
 
Likewise Christian Melendez, like Gene I will be ordaining you a deacon. But you will be ordained as a 
transitional deacon on your journey towards becoming a priest for the Diocese of Yakima.  I recall you 
coming to see me while still working at the Yakima Valley Farm Worker Clinic. You had just completed 
your doctorate in psychology and were serving in integrated behavioral health. Yet your yearning was 
not simply to be a psychologist. You desired to become a priest. You want to deepen your watchfulness 
as a priest by having robust psychological tools to help our people flourish and grow like the almond 
tree. 
 
Because you are preparing for priesthood in the Roman Rite, Christian you will also make your promise 
of celibacy as you assume the office of deacon. The Rite speaks of celibacy as an expression of 
“pastoral charity.” This means no one has a prior claim on your heart and that you will feed all at this 
table sacramentally and pastorally as does Jesus Christ. 
 
Why these two expressions of a single diaconal ministry? Because the diaconate is foundational for all 
Holy Orders. Not only a foundation for future priests. But foundational for bishops as well.  Indeed, we 
bishops always wear a diaconal dalmatic on Holy Thursday as we wash the feet of parishioners. It 
serves as a reminder of our call to humble service based our own first ordination we received as 
deacons.  
 
Today, like Jeremiah, may we gaze at the vision of the “watching tree.” May we be watchful to the 
movements of the Spirit in the lives of those we serve. May we look to our deacons as the “guardian of 
service in the Church” – to again quote Pope Francis.  
 
So, Gene and you, Christian: “Receive the Gospel of Christ whose herald you have become. Believe what 
you read. Teach what you believe. And practice what you teach.” Peace be with you. 


