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John 15”1-5
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Jesus is the true vine. A grape vine.

Grape vines are a core biblical image. The vineyard. The grape. The wine. Images for
what it is to be the people of God. And, pruning and burning away the dead wood often
seems to be a part of that story.
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Living with a grape vine has completely changed how I experience these images.
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I grow grapes. I planted a vine when my kids pestered me to plant what looked like a
little twig. We planted a stick that would take at least three years before it produced any
fruit at all.
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I didn’t think it would work. We have a pretty shady place that tends to sit in the cool
zone. But if it got the kids interested in gardening, I could set aside my one sunny spot.

So we planted that little stem that was as long as my young son’s arm and then together
we built a sturdy arch, to support this twig when, or if, it got bigger.

HELARY, BMO2FIICRFABEIILATLA, XL 7—Fn LIz, EEOFTwRW
TRIODEL S BMANKENFE->H>TWVWBEITT, BALBEKRITER L TL

FTRTOKRIZ THELLETNE R SRV, YEVWTH-EDT, PLEFHELE LA, YIY %
NoevEVYLELE, | FERKRFOERFLRLSSVDZEITLAD, 2FBICEP LD
HORKERT—FLRLLLGVDOFEIIIRYZHIT, PLESLIE L,

True to form. Not a lot happened those first couple years. A vine-y squiggle of a branch
with no fruit that looked pretty silly on that sturdy arch.
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I dutifully pruned a little bit because everything I read told me I had to cut it back but I
cringed as I cut. The first year it was maybe as tall as my growing son and in the second
year I could see with some relief that it was going to get — at least as tall as that big arch.
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And then. After three years of watering and staking. Of carefully not pulling out the
straggly growth the vine went crazy. I mean it was everywhere. Swirling up and over that
arch, covering every inch and then expanding into the hedge. The vine twirled up the
back steps and along the back porch and seemed to be making a break for entry into the
house. All summer long I stopped worrying about nurturing that little slip into growth

and I learned all about pruning. I cut it back from the hedge and the steps. I pruned it
away from the door and the edges.
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And then, even in my cool place, my shady lot, this grape bloomed. So I learned to prune
away the leaves that cover the flowers. I learned to prune away the shoots that strangle

all light away from the fruit. All year long I prune that grape vine. It grows so fast that
this is a case of constant vigilance. Of plucking leaves here, of hacking back there.
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And then we get fruit. My nephew tried our home-grown grapes and he said they were
the sweetest fruit he had ever tasted in his entire life. It is sweet fruit.
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So much sweet fruit. One day the fruit is not ripe, the next day, it’s all ripe and the smell

of grapes fills the sunshine all afternoon. That night the racoons and the squirrels and
the birds come and feels like all creation sings of full bellies and fresh sweetness.
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By planting that twig all those years ago I have learned to laugh at the incredible
abundance of this vine. I have learned that ruthless pruning is what I need to do to get

any fruit at all. I have thrown away so many branches. It felt so cruel and wasteful the
first few years. Now I am easy with the chopping.
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Let’s come back to our text, how do you hear this passage?

When I first read it, before the great grape growing adventure, I heard the pruning as
harshly as I felt it when I first tentatively cut back my little pet project.
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Now I hear it like the first audiences, who lived in grape growing regions, like they all
knew. This is not a story about pruning so much as this is a story of wild abundance! Of

an incredible vine that will get into all sorts of trouble unless it is cut back. Of a sweet
fruit that needs pruning to find the light.
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So what can we prune?
In our life in Christ, what pruning might be useful in bringing us to a life in Christ?
What pruning would make us bear fruit as disciples?
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I think first, of the practice of meditation. Of stilling the inner mind from endless
chatter. That endless chatter that tangles our hearts and heads and lead us away from
the life we would wish to live, connected to our community and abiding in Christ. I think
about pruning negative self-talk and tossing those branches of thought into the fire.
Burning away all the self-inflicted shame and blame that can be so hurtful to so many of
us. Prune it way and toss it in the fire. It is not useful.
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I think of all our prayer practices as a practice of pruning that inner chatter so that we
might taste the sweet fruit of abiding in Christ, if even for a moment. In our meditation
and prayer, we practice abiding in Christ, who is present in extravagant abundance, we
just need to prune away the unnecessary to feel God’s presence.
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So what can we prune?

In our collective life in Christ, what pruning might be useful so that together, the church
can create the sweetest fruit we have ever tasted.
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And my heart turns to the stories we tell about who we are. As seasons change, as
communities change, the story of who we are now changes too. Can we prune away all
the branches of past stories that are no longer useful. I think about pruning negative
talk and tossing those branches into the fire. Burning away all the self-inflicted shame
and blame that can be so hurtful to our identity. Prune it way and toss it in the fire. It is
not useful. This pruning is not a radical change in who we are. We are abiding in Christ,
this pruning is just make room and light for exploring the story of who we are now, of
who we will be in this new growing season.
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Remember. This is image of so much growth, so much abundance. You can hack away at
all sorts of branches and if you get something wrong, or change your mind, don’t worry.
Tomorrow there will be more new growth, you get to try again.
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So we can prune. We can prune away inner chatter that takes us away from health,
wholeness, and abiding in God.

So we can prune. We can prune away the chatter of past stories of who we were to make
room for who we will be, ever abiding in God’s present- now.
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What I have learned from living with a grape vine is that these vines are very generous.
If you get it wrong today, there will be more new growth tomorrow. It’s like we are

forgiven, and invited to turn again towards God’s plans now. It is in the pruning that we
get the room and light for the sweetest fruit you have every tasted in your entire life.
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