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May 6, 2012 – Fifth Sunday of Easter
John 15:1-8

Do you ever feel it would be nice if Jesus came back and gave us some new analogies that fit our century and life circumstances better?  The average person no longer identifies with shepherds and sheep.  Most people confess to not having a green thumb and most of our produce comes to us shipped from farms we will never see.  The closest thing to seeing a farm for most young people is the television commercials for Florida orange juice, some frozen food commercial or the clever Ocean Spray quips.


Last week we focused on sheep.  This week we talk about vines and branches.  Grape vines are prevalent in Jerusalem where wine was a common as water.  When I was a little girl the man down the street grew grapes to make his own wine.  You could sit under the arbor and see the grapes hanging from the top or canopy.  He was a skilled Italian from the old country.  He and his grape arbor are long since gone but my memory of those beautiful purple grapes hanging from the canopy will always remain.  Unless you travel north to the Traverse Bay area of Michigan or to California wine country, you may never see a real grape vine; much less learn the intricacies of pruning one.


While the individual branches are important, it’s the collective quality of the whole crop that determines whether grapes grown for wine will be labeled as excellent, mediocre or simply sold by the box.  God, like any good winemaker, understands the need to control the canopy, the goal of the canopy control is threefold: 


First, you want to develop a vine structure that makes picking and disease control relatively easy.  With a huge covering of branches and large leaves, it is difficult to see the fruit, let alone pick it.  


Herein lies a problem for the church and all of us.  Sometimes the external paraphernalia, rules, accoutrements of the church get in the way – not of growing the fruit – but of picking it.  We used to call this legalism.  Our conventions and traditions sometimes keep the world from seeing the fruit, and seeing no fruit is therefore unable to pick the fruit that it cannot see.

We grow under the watchful eye of the community around us.  The world is full of people searching for the truth, for a sense of meaning for their lives.  And we have the Good News.  The fruit is hanging lush from our branches.  But we tend to hide it behind the very showy and meaningless appearance of nonessential issues.  The world doesn’t need shoots, leaves and branches; it needs fruit.  We claim “Open Minds, Open Hearts, Open Doors”.  Do we really mean it?
Next, you want to regulate the size and quality of the fruit.  Daniel Sogg, author of Wine Spectator, tells us that “a huge crop buried under a dense thicket of vegetation translates into lousy wine.”  God is concerned about brand name recognition of the wine.  He wants a superior product.  What does it really mean to say “I’m a Christian”?  How do we differ from being a Muslim, a Jew, or even a model citizen?
The mantra of the church for over a generation has been “church growth.”  Notice that Jesus doesn’t call the vine to growth, he calls it to fruit.  Our mantra ought to be “church fruit” not “church growth”.  When God takes the pruning shears to your life, or to the church, it’s not an issue of whether you are growing, but of what you are growing.  Of course there will be some fruit, but the larger issue is the quality of the fruit you are bearing.  A sour grape is fruit, but it’s still sour.

Finally, the aim of canopy control is to strike a balance between growing leaves and growing fruit.  Without shoots, leaves and branches, you can’t have fruit.  We are not people without a life – and it is within that well-disciplined life that the fruit grows.  God want us to have a life.  He tells us not only to get a life, but to get “an abundant life.”  But it must be a life under control, a life that is best suited to render the fruit of the Spirit.

Jesus gives us a glimpse of what happens to the branches that bear no fruit.  The ghastly thing about withered branches is not that they are gathered and burned; all earthly life comes to an end, but that they have born no fruit.  It’s for the sake of the fruit that we have been made to be branches in the first place.  It’s for the sake of more fruit that the branches are pruned.  It is in the bearing of fruit that we fulfill our discipleship, “so that the world may know that (God) has sent (Christ) and has loved (us) even as (God) has loved (Christ).” (John 17:23)


This point is made in a variety of ways in the gospels.  The rich young ruler was a fine, decent young man who kept all the commandments “from his youth up,” but he wasn’t bearing fruit.

The rich man, at whose gate Lazarus sat, was a successful business man and probably a pillar of his community.  But his wealth had blinded him to the beggar Lazarus lying at his very gate.  He ended up in hell because he wasn’t bearing fruit.


In Luke 13 Jesus told a parable about a man with a fig tree who became angry when the tree provided no fruit.  “Cut it down, why should it use up the ground?” he told his manager.  Jesus even encountered just such a tree that was budding but bore no fruit.  Bearing fruit is important in the Kingdom of God.

How do we know if we’ve been removed from the vine or are on the next seasons “to do” list to be pruned?  Are we ecclesiastically excommunicated?  Is there an ostracizing force that keeps us at arm’s length?  This is an important question!  The only way a long green branch could know its heading for the pruning pile is to look at other branches and recognize it’s not bearing fruit.  The branch that is in danger of the pruning pile sees the love around them, refuses to become part of that love, and refuses to respond to Christ’s command to “make disciples”.  This holds true for individuals and for the church as a body.

Even when we do bear fruit, we are pruned to make the branch bear more fruit.  Remember, there are two reasons to prune: one to remove unproductive, dead branches and another to increase the yield of healthy branches.  We are asked to spend our energies efficiently in ministry.  To do so we must submit to the wisdom of the pruner and God’s own investment in our ability and capacity to bear fruit.

In today’s marketplace most of the fruits and vegetables in our stores are ripened in route to the store from the inner resources of the specific fruit or vegetable.  Bananas come to us green and hard.  Many of us are anxious to taste of a “real” tomato from our very own gardens because there is a whole different taste when the tomato is allowed to ripen from the vine and not from the fruit itself.  The taste changes from a waxy façade of what the grocer calls a tomato to the deep acidity we identify with kissed by the sun.  It’s not our faith from childhood or the someday expectation of usefulness, but the love that shows forth today as a result of today’s relationship with God.

Orchards and farms still do big business with people willing to pick fruit themselves to savor the tree ripened freshness.  Quality produce comes directly from the plant – not from something packed in a crate ready to be shipped across country.  We need to stay connected to the vine – God through Christ - until the last possible moment to bear the best and most prolific fruit.

But it’s difficult to tell people they need to change.  Benjamin Franklin learned that plaster sown in the fields would make things grow better.  He told his neighbors, but they did not believe him; and they argued with him, trying to prove that plaster could be of no use at all to grass or grain.  


After a little while he allowed the matter to drop and said no more about it.  He went into the field early the next spring and sowed some grain.  Close to the path, where people would walk, he traced some letters with his finger and put plaster into them and then sowed his seed in the field.


In a week or two the seed sprang up.  As his neighbors passed that way they were surprised to see, in brighter green than all the rest of the field, the writing in large letters, “This has been plastered”.  Benjamin Franklin didn’t need to argue with his neighbors any more about the benefit of plaster.  As the grain continued to grow these bright green letters rose above all the rest of the field to announce to all who would see the benefits of plaster.  “By your fruits shall all men know that you are my disciples.”

What if we looked at all of life’s irritations as a form of pruning from God?  Consider for instance: traffic jams, long lines, misplaced keys, cold food, answering machines, nosy neighbors, being rushed, tight clothes, flat tires and doing dishes, to name just a few.  Now think of how our perspective might change if we viewed each of these irritations as an opportunity to become more like Jesus.  We should remember that at the end of the day, while God may be pleased with the accomplishments we have achieved for his glory, he is far more interested in forming the character of Christ within us.

