Sermon for April 28, 2024              John 15:1-8           “The Courage to be Fruity”

     Jesus said to his disciples, "I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit. You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you. Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing. Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples."

Not so far from where I grew up, on the Vermont side of New York State, is a lovely wine growing region called the Finger Lakes.  And true to their name, there are several long, slender lakes at the bottom of lush, well-planted valleys, perfect for viniculture.  The growing season is short there- we don’t think of freezing upstate New York as a fruit producing area -  but the climate works well for some grape varieties.  And thus it is not that unusual that my family had a goodly sized grape arbor on our land, the kind where the grapes cover the simple structure like walls and roof, growing in wild profusion, humming with bees, providing lovely shade and tart leaves and sweet fruit. We had Concord grapes, quite sweet.  So, after weeding the garden, or cutting the substantial lawn, or picking raspberries – yes, we had those, too – it was a blessed time to sit beneath the arbor and enjoy a cold beverage in the shade.  


We also had two outbuildings – three if you counted the outhouse – and one of them was, in essence, a garden shed, filled with tools and shovels and terra cotta pots waiting for their flowers.  There was plenty of pruning and thinning to be done on that well-planted acre, all directed by my Mom in her infinite wisdom.  And thus the concepts of abiding, of being present on and in the land and its life, the natural design of being faithfully flowering and fruitful, and the imagery of the connected vines, these all come naturally to me, and I hope I can make them feel more natural for you this morning.  Because the life of a Christian is a lot like my childhood life back East; there is work to be done, planting and pruning and harvesting and enjoying, and sitting in the shade glorying in it all, yes, that is part of it too! 

There are three primary images in this text that we need to grasp this morning if we would enjoy the sweetness of this particular glass of scriptural refreshment.  The most recurrent is the notion of abiding.  Over and again Jesus says it, that we need to abide in him, and he will abide in us.  Abiding, I think, has to do with presence, with groundedness, with commitment.  Abiding is deliberate living, connection, rootedness.  This past week I was monastic for three days at a Jesuit retreat center, where forty of us pastors were abiding, taking time away for the encouraging of wholeness and spiritual growth. My tiny room with its twin bed and no distractions was where I was abiding whenever we weren’t in sessions. For us, we were deepening thoughtful, intentional relationships with God, and discovering new friends and colleagues along the way. There was no coming and going on the retreat, as we purposefully shared the love of God.  God loves the transients too, I am sure, but we were not them, because we were abiding.  
There are many ways to remain close, to abide, and being active in your church life is one of them, but not the only one.  Of course I think that a cultivated, consistent presence among the other vines is good for us all, but that has been an increasingly complicated enterprise in our mostly post COVID world, and so our default has been to encourage one another to engage God somehow, somewhere, with the kind of regularity that would demonstrate that we are not just passing through, but that we are, in fact, abiding.

I bring this up because a lot of preachers over the years have taken this text, which is about our relationship with God, and twisted it into allegedly being about the frequency of our church attendance.  Have you ever sat through one of these shaming sermons? Long diatribes about withered vines being cast into the flames if they aren’t there every Sunday, that sort of thing.  This is not that sermon, and I am not that preacher, but the truth of the thing is still true – we cannot go it alone: as vines, we need to be connected.  From prayer to devotional reading to acts of love and service to Sunday worship and taking the sacrament, and yes, even sitting under the arbor and being thankful to God, there are many ways to remain, to abide, to keep connected.  The only important thing is that we actually do it, because if not, the text is both clear and true, we will wither and perish. I still remember with sadness the heavenly departure of Bessie Searing…remember that sweet, diminutive bundle of joy? Bessie was one of the most extroverted, connected vines I have ever known, but then COVID came, and the place where she was living had to shut down all the interaction, meals were served in the individual rooms, and some of us introverts welcomed that respite from connecting all the darned time, but not Bessie. After her memorial service, her daughter shared with me that COVID did not kill her mother, but loneliness and separateness surely did. Her ability to abide in friends and family and church was cut off, and she withered in spirit and perished in body.

The second notion we want to get this morning is that pruning is not a bad thing.  We need to prune our plants for maximum fruitfulness, and we need to weed out and toss away non-productive shoots in our personal lives, too.  This pruning is, like abiding, something quite intentional.  It is not random hacking away at the vine, severing healthy areas alongside the less healthy; it is deliberate selection of the best, the strongest, the most fruit-bearing parts of our lives, and the removing of the non-productive growth so that the water and light and nutrients can be more effective. If we are abiding, we know where to prune: we could easily list both the fruitful branches of us and the stuff that needs to go.  But we will never have that level of discernment without the abiding part; if we are just driving by our lives, whizzing along at highway speed, we can’t really see what needs to be done, can we?


So, abiding, which is quite similar to planting, really, and pruning, and then the third idea is harvest, expressed in this text as glorifying God.  Any of us who have ever grown anything know the delight and satisfaction that comes when the plant produces and fulfills its potential in fruitfulness.  That is exactly what God has designed for us, and our well-lived and managed lives are a glory to the Master Gardener.  You see, God isn’t like the judge at the county fair, only awarding for the biggest pumpkins and the plumpest plums; God enjoys and delights in all fruitfulness.  And God, as Master Gardener, encourages all of this attention and pruning and watering so that we will be strong and vibrant and full of life, producing succulence to nourish those around us.


Before we conclude I must tell you my favorite story about my favorite Bishop, Bishop Karen Oliveto. She is a shining light in all the connection and is one of our Jurisdictional Bishops here in the West. Everything one could want in a bishop, she has pastoral gifts to burn, but the harvest of her life was not always remotely clear to her. You see, Bishop Oliveto has the distinction of being the first openly lesbian bishop in the entire United Methodist Church. She and her wife, Robin, a nurse anesthetist and a United Methodist deaconess, met while leading Junior High Church Camp and have been together for 24 years. And this great story comes from that camp, where a young, not terribly secure woman pastor arrived at camp to settle in and direct for a week. She arrived with some of her younger friends, male and female, who all had the dubious distinction of being closeted and not all that comfortable discussing their true selves right out in the open. They came to be counselors and activity directors and such, and were carrying in a large volume of California produce for the kids, peaches and plums and even a few watermelons, when Rev. Karen happened to look up, up to the balcony of the Nurses station, where the most attractive and compelling woman she had ever seen was looking down on this motley crew, and their eyes locked. What to do? How to introduce? And then, in the best opening line I have ever heard, she said, “Hi, I’m Karen. I brought the fruits!”

You see, my darlings, all of this planting and pruning is designed by God to lead to harvest, to lead to flourishing, to lead to health and wholeness. And that day, the future Bishop Karen blossomed and bore the kind of loving, affectionate fruit that has sustained her, and her congregations, and the Annual Conference where she has been assigned. She can say it right out loud, now, claim her fruitiness. And I truly think that in a society that sees United Methodists in boring shades of taupe and gray, that we have to cultivate the courage to be fruity in this world. Not necessarily sexually or orientationally, but in our living, we need to produce bright nourishment for our families and our friends and our planet. Our harvest is the point of all of this! Our produce is the point! Yet the delight of sitting under the arbor sipping the cool drink with God while the bees hum nearby comes after the work time, after the weeding and the pruning and the trimming.  With God as our Master Gardener, and we as willing, pliant vines, a faithfully flowering, fruity future can be both our anticipation and our fulfillment.  Amen!          
