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The Vine Speaks! 

A grapevine cannot talk as humans do, but it can speak. 
Three hundred thousand grapevines in our family’s vine-
yard have spoken to me. I am at home on the soil, among 
the vines. My faith has grown by watching our vines grow. 

My faith and understanding of it have grown by watching the work my 
father does and by observing the work our employees accomplish. And 
I’ve grown by working on and among the vines. 

I am continuously learning what it means to be at home and to grow as 
a branch in The Vine—Christ Jesus. Here in the pages of The Vine Speaks, 
I share some of the truths I’ve discovered among the grapevines and some 
of the details of my journey in the life of The Vine. For me, being at home 
and growing in Christ, The Vine, means welcoming growth in my heart, 
mind, and life. Growth is not easy because it usually means change, and 
change is hard—but growth is the way of life in The Vine. I invite you to 
see through my eyes what Jesus may have meant in John 15:5 when He 
declared Himself “the vine” and us “the branches.” 

The Vine Speaks is a conversational Bible study springing from Jesus’ 
words “I am the vine; you are the branches.” Each chapter begins with 
the heading “The Vine Speaks: My Father’s Vineyard.” In this section, I 
offer my understanding of grapevines and the vineyard as it relates to this 
Bible passage. I did not study viticulture in college, but I’ve worked among 
the vines long enough to pick up on vineyard practices. Please imagine 
a tour with me through my vineyard and process with me my observa-
tions. Smell the soil, watch the growth, taste the fruit, and observe the 
seasonal changes. 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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The Vine Speaks! 

Each chapter includes a section called “The Vine Speaks: Jesus’ 
Words.” Christ, The Vine, speaks! Jesus’ words from the Gospels fill this 
section and give us opportunity to dig into them. You will notice that I 
regularly place the words “word and work” together. I believe that The 
Vine’s word and work accomplished all that He promised then and prom-
ises now. His word and work cannot be separated; they bring growth and 
life and healing and hope. 

Every chapter also includes a section titled “The Branches Speak: The 
Apostles’ Words.” The branches of The Vine, His apostles, heard and saw 
and believed. Having heard and seen and believed, they followed Jesus’ 
call to speak His word and work His work. As branches of The Vine, the 
apostles bore fruit through their words and works, helping us dig into the 
rich meaning of Jesus’ words “I am the vine; you are the branches.” 

Some chapters include a section titled “The Vinedresser Speaks: God’s 
Word from the Old Testament.” Jesus said, “I am the true vine and My 
Father is the vinedresser.” We dig into the rich meaning through the words 
of God, The Vinedresser, in the Old Testament. Christ, The Vine’s word 
and work, took root before the foundations of the world. God, The Vine-
dresser, speaks through the Old Testament with important messages in 
this study. 

Each chapter concludes with the sections “The Branches Speak: My 
Story” and “The Branches Speak: Your Story.” The branches of a healthy 
vine grow and produce fruit. I pray that my story will give you courage 
to embrace growth and discover your story as a branch of The Vine. I 
also pray that you will be called to identify the fruit you have produced 
and the fruit God is calling you to produce. To that end, I have included 
thought-provoking questions for you to consider as you read each chap-
ter. Small-group Bible study and discussion are encouraged, although The 
Vine Speaks can be used for personal study as well. 
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As the fruit of my work on this book unfolded, I began to see two 
options for small-group study. Your group may choose to use this Bible 
study by walking through it from cover to cover. Or, your group might 
rather choose to study and discuss only one section of each chapter. For 
example, your group could study each chapter’s vineyard examples along 
with “The Vine Speaks: Jesus’ Words.” 

Whichever option you choose, I pray that The Vine speaks to you! 
God bless your journey into the life of The Vine! 

The Author
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Chapter One

The Vine

The Vine Speaks: My Father’s Vineyard

A grapevine speaks, but it cannot talk. The vines speak to me 
as I live and work in my father’s vineyard in Paso Robles, 
California. (I own the vineyard, too, but to me it sounds 
better when I call it “my father’s vineyard.”) 

In 1997, the vines called me home from a professional ministry career 
as a director of Christian education. The Vine, Christ Jesus, calls each of 
us to be at home in Him today in a rich, alive, growing sense. My hope is 
that this magnificent plant God created, the grapevine, will speak to you 
as it does to me. I pray that God will work through my understanding of 
the vine so that The Vine speaks to you as you read this book. 

Vineyard practices vary, but there are some basic, common practices 
that provide the springboard for our study:

•  Grapevines need soil in which to be planted, water, and 
nutrients. 

•  Grapevines need to be trained, pruned, and thinned. There 
are challenges a grower of vines faces, and if a vine isn’t 
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growing, there are problems that need to be addressed. 

•  Grapevines have a basic structure, including the root  
system, which is entirely underground. 

•  They have a trunk that was once a supple branch and has 
been trained up and remains for the life of the vine. 

•  Vines in a vineyard have a graft union into which the  
varietal was grafted. 

•  Vines contain branches, tendrils, leaves, buds, and fruit. 

•  The goal of growing grapevines is fruit production, which in 
my family’s business is crafted into premium dry wine.

The following sketched diagrams help define terms associated with 
growing grapes and give a foundation for Jesus’ words “I am the vine; you 
are the branches.” This is not a technical manual on the physiology of the 
grapevine; it is a work about the heart of Jesus, The Vine, and His call to 
grow in Him from the context of the vine.

Grapevines are stunningly beautiful, but it seems to me that every-
one who comes to our vineyard for wine tasting is drawn to the vine on 
a far deeper level than its exterior beauty. Guests love our dusty, bumpy 
vineyard Jeep tour. They love hearing about the work going on in the field 
at any given time, and they are fascinated that grapevines need so much 
care and so many hands-on touches in order to produce premium fruit. 
After an in-depth look at the vine, guests at my father’s vineyard have a 
far greater appreciation for a glass of wine. 

Grapevines grow and bear fruit for thirty to fifty years. Every year in 
the life of the vine is intimately connected to previous and future years. A 
microscopic look at a cross section of a bud prior to bud break reveals this 
wonder. All of the coming year’s growth, including the leaves and fruit, 
is tightly wound up inside the bud. Tiny buds grew on a shoot last year, 
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which was grown on wood from the previous year. Every year in the life 
of the vine is connected to the past and to the future. 

Another foundational principle of growing vines—or any other type 
of farming, for that matter—is sustainability. The soil and other natural 
resources are magnificent gifts from our Creator. God provides, and we 
use the gifts wisely. We love the land, and we take great care to sustain 
it. We know that it provides our livelihood and our lifestyle. Every deci-
sion we make takes into account safety for our families, workers, and the 
community; every action must be economically sustainable so the next 
generations can also live off the land.

These two examples—of the present bud connected to both the past 
and the future and of the soil, which must be sustained—provide rich 
analogies for our study. Take the first example deeper: the present moment 
in our lives is intimately connected to our past as well as to our future. 
God’s Word calls us to live fully and grow continually in the present while 
honoring our past and anticipating His work for our future. He calls us to 
trust that His work in our lives brings forth growth and fruit. 
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The second example leads us to confess that life is truly sustainable 
only in and through Christ, The Vine. Sustainability means stewardship 
of the gifts we’ve been given—the soil and natural resources, the environ-
ment, and the future of our land and families. In the richest sense of the 
word, sustainability in The Vine means living and dwelling in Christ in 
the present and for eternity. Life is truly sustainable in The Vine.

The Vinedresser Speaks:  
God,s Word from the Old Testament

Every moment of God’s work is intimately connected to His past work 
and to His future work. Jesus said, “I am the true vine and My Father is 
the vinedresser.” A vinedresser is a master gardener, one who oversees 
the vines and makes decisions for the health and growth of a vine. A later 
chapter is devoted to The Vinedresser. But for now, ponder these words 
of introduction from the Old Testament, The Vinedresser’s words about a 
vine. (As you do, note that the vine speaking is not a new concept!) These 
verses are a fascinating account of God speaking in parable form to get 
the children of Israel to wake up to the evil that Abimelech had commit-
ted against his family and Israel. Olive trees and a grapevine shared this 
conversation about the crowning of the new, evil king:

And the trees said to the vine, “You come and reign over 
us.” But the vine said to them, “Shall I leave my wine that 
cheers God and men and go hold sway over the trees?” 
Then all the trees said to the bramble, “You come and reign 
over us.” And the bramble said to the trees, “If in good 
faith you are anointing me king over you, then come and 
take refuge in my shade, but if not, let fire come out of the 
bramble and devour the cedars of Lebanon.” (Judges 9:12–
15, emphasis added)
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The Vine

The imagery of the vine was spoken by almost every author of the Old 
Testament. Through the prophets, God spoke punishment through the 
vine. One form of punishment He rained down on the people was that 
they would plant a vineyard but not enjoy the fruit or the wine from it. 
Ouch! That was serious punishment. 

God also promised deliverance using vineyard imagery. The Vine-
dresser said, “They shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit” (Isaiah 65:21). 
And a beautiful promise using the vine imagery comes through the psalm-
ist’s words as he declared that God brought a vine out of Egypt and planted 
it:

You brought a vine out of Egypt; You drove out the nations 
and planted it. You cleared the ground for it; it took deep 
root and filled the land. The mountains were covered with 
its shade, the mighty cedars with its branches. It sent out its 
branches to the sea and its shoots to the River. Why then 
have You broken down its walls, so that all who pass along 
the way pluck its fruit? The boar from the forest ravages it, 
and all that move in the field feed on it. 

Turn again, O God of hosts! Look down from heaven, and 
see; have regard for this vine, the stock that Your right hand 
planted, and for the son whom You made strong for Yourself. 
They have burned it with fire; they have cut it down; may 
they perish at the rebuke of Your face! But let Your hand be 
on the man of Your right hand, the son of man whom You 
have made strong for Yourself! Then we shall not turn back 
from You; give us life, and we will call upon Your name! 

Restore us, O Lord God of hosts! Let Your face shine, that 
we may be saved! (Psalm 80:8–19, emphasis added)
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Jesus is The Vine that God brought up out of Egypt. He was planted. 
He was ravaged. God had regard for the stock He planted with His right 
hand and made His Son strong for His purpose—life and salvation in and 
through The Vine. The Vinedresser desires that we know His heart and 
grow according to the work of His hands. The Vine speaks to us today, 
calling us to allow The Vinedresser’s work, which is to grow and bear 
mature fruit in Him.

The Vine Speaks: Jesus’ Words

I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. Every 
branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away, and 
every branch that does bear fruit He prunes, that it may 
bear more fruit. Already you are clean because of the word 
that I have spoken to you. Abide in Me, and I in you. 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. Whoever abides in Me and I in 
him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from Me you 
can do nothing. (John 15:1–5)

Jesus’ words “I am the vine” would have resonated with those of Jewish 
heritage, who had heard the punishments and promises using vine imag-
ery. What may have been new to them was Jesus’ declaration that God was 
The Vinedresser! That was a job only for poor peasants (more in chap-
ter 5). Jesus spoke the words “I am the vine” just before He left the Upper 
Room to face the cross. These words are the context from which He calls 
His followers to abide in Him, to keep His commands, to ask anything in 
His name, and to bear fruit that will last. 
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The Vine

I have read and listened to Jesus’ words many times. Each time, some-
thing new touches my heart and calls my attention to how God wants me 
to grow. Read John 15:1‒17 aloud a few times. Underline the verses that 
stand out in your mind, and discuss them with your group: 

I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. Every 
branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away, and 
every branch that does bear fruit He prunes, that it may 
bear more fruit. Already you are clean because of the word 
that I have spoken to you. Abide in Me, and I in you. 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. Whoever abides in Me and 
I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from Me 
you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in Me he is 
thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches 
are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. If you abide 
in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, 
and it will be done for you. By this My Father is glorified, 
that you bear much fruit and so prove to be My disciples. 
As the Father has loved Me, so have I loved you. Abide in 
My love. If you keep My commandments, you will abide 
in My love, just as I have kept My Father’s commandments 
and abide in His love. These things I have spoken to you, 
that My joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full.

This is My commandment, that you love one another as 
I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that 
someone lay down his life for his friends. You are My 
friends if you do what I command you. No longer do I call 
you servants, for the servant does not know what his mas-
ter is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have 
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heard from My Father I have made known to you. You did 
not choose Me, but I chose you and appointed you that you 
should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so 
that whatever you ask the Father in My name, He may give 
it to you. These things I command you, so that you will love 
one another. (John 15:1–17)

The diagrams on pages 15–16 show the various parts of the vine and 
the branches. I propose for this study that we read the first six verses of 
John 15 as if Jesus spoke about the vine and the branches in two different 
but closely related ways. Discussing pruning and thinning (John 15:2–3) 
requires us to look at the branches as the part of the vine that grows leaves 
and bears fruit. On the trellis system in my vineyard, the cordon is tied to 
the wire and remains there from year to year. The branches push out from 
the buds on the spurs of the cordon (“Pruned Vine,” p. 15). 

In John 15:5–6, Jesus’ words “I am the vine; you are the branches” 
require a slightly different understanding of a branch in the vine. We, the 
branches in The Vine, grow from the graft union up. The branch is all of the 
plant above the graft union, including the trunk. The vine begins below the 
graft union and includes the trunk into which the bud is grafted and the 
root system. These two distinctions of the word branch will help us under-
stand Jesus’ words.

The Branches Speak: The Apostles’ Words

The apostles were and are living branches in The Vine. The apostles 
heard The Vine speak, and having heard, they spoke. Today, we enjoy the 
fruit of their speaking. The apostles witnessed The Vine’s work, and so 
they witnessed to others about it. Today, we enjoy the fruit of their wit-
ness. They believed that The Vine’s word and His work brought growth 
and fruit, and we believe that happens today by the same word and work.
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The Vine

When Jesus said “I am the vine; you are the branches,” the apostles 
may have pondered their relationship with Him. They may have wished 
that He just spoke plainly. I imagine them doing the same when He said, 
“I am He” in response to the religious leaders’ harsh judgment of Him or 
“I am the resurrection and the life” at the tomb of their dead friend or “I 
am the way, and the truth, and the life” in reply to Thomas’s question about 
where Jesus was going (John 11:25; 14:6). 

Their thoughts may have turned to their last vineyard experience with 
Jesus and the words He said to them then. In my experience, we listen dif-
ferently if we are in the field, standing among the vines, than we do when 
we are sitting in a conference room or at a kitchen table. John recorded 
these words from Jesus’ teaching in the Upper Room, but what did The 
Vine speak among the vines? John also says that many more things could 
have been written, but that he wrote these that we might believe and, in 
believing, have life in Jesus’ name (John 20:30–31). 

John focused on the word abide, or dwell, and quotes Jesus speaking 
this word seven times in these few verses. I am astounded that John wrote 
his Gospel fifty years after Jesus spoke the words “abide in Me.” His words 
are crisp and fresh and clear today as he draws us into Jesus’ abiding rela-
tionship to God. He speaks it in the very first chapter of his Gospel as he 
proclaims God in human form choosing to dwell among us. John con-
tinued drawing attention to the words abide and dwell throughout his 
Gospel. His letters provide further insight: 

Let what you heard from the beginning abide in you. If 
what you heard from the beginning abides in you, then you 
too will abide in the Son and in the Father. And this is the 
promise that He made to us—eternal life. 

I write these things to you about those who are trying to 
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deceive you. But the anointing that you received from Him 
abides in you, and you have no need that anyone should 
teach you. But as His anointing teaches you about every-
thing, and is true, and is no lie—just as it has taught you, 
abide in Him. 

And now, little children, abide in Him, so that when He 
appears we may have confidence and not shrink from Him 
in shame at His coming. (1 John 2:24–28, emphasis added)

Paul used the imagery of the olive tree when he spoke about graft-
ing, but the same grafting practices are used for grapevines. Paul could 
have been contemplating grafting when he wrote the words “in Christ” in 
his letters. As I search, I find that Paul used the words “in Christ” ninety 
times! I believe he was talking about the flesh-on-flesh relationship we 
have with Christ and with one another in Christ. Paul’s words about graft-
ing in Romans 11, which we will discuss in the following chapter, led to 
powerful words about being in Christ: 

For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you 
not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, 
but to think with sober judgment, each according to the 
measure of faith that God has assigned. For as in one body 
we have many members, and the members do not all have 
the same function, so we, though many, are one body in 
Christ, and individually members one of another. (Romans 
12:3–5, emphasis added)

As a biblical concept, the word dwell is rich in meaning for this study 
of the relationship of the vine and the branches. In the Old Testament, 
God chose to dwell among people in various forms, including a bush, a 
cloud, a pillar of fire, and on the ark of the covenant. In the New Testa-
ment, the abiding relationship between God and man took on new form 
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as the Word, who was with God from the beginning and came to dwell 
physically among us. 

The Word created all things; the Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us; the Word proclaimed, “I am the vine.” John proceeds in his proclama-
tion of the Word made flesh, recording Jesus’ words: “I am in the Father 
and the Father is in Me” and “you are in Me and I am in you.” The branches 
of The Vine communicated His very heart: He dwells among us, He dwells 
in us, and we are grafted into His life.

The Branches Speak: My Story

My father’s first grapevines were planted in the winter of 1982. I 
remember the yearling vines and the excitement of my parents’ venture 
at the newly named Steinbeck Vineyards. The ranch I had grown up on 
was a cattle and barley operation with wide-open spaces. I grew up build-
ing forts, hunting, and playing in the soil. I was accustomed to watching 
glorious sunrises and sunsets from the porches of our home. I slept out-
side under the stars every summer and protested being told to sleep inside 
when school started in September.

Mom and Dad began the transition to vineyards when I was away at 
college in Portland, Oregon. The tiny vines surrounded the family home 
and were a spectacular sight of green growth amid the brown Paso Robles 
hillsides. Each of the thirty thousand plants was lovingly and tediously 
watered by hand in those early days; Dad didn’t build the irrigation sys-
tem until after the vines were planted.

I’ve experienced our vines in many different ways. I’ve seen them from 
airplanes at twenty-five thousand and seven thousand feet. I see them 
from the windows and porches of my home. I’ve seen the vines up close 
as I’ve worked to prune or train them. I’ve driven a tractor through every 
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acre of the vines many times. And I’ve seen my vines from the ground up, 
while lying on my back as I slowly regained consciousness after crashing 
my four-wheeled ATV.

I placed my burdens among the vines in Row 124, as you’ll learn about 
as my story unfolds. I know that the vines and the soil they are rooted in 
can absorb my brokenness. Just as Jesus said He could—and He does. 
(You’re welcome to come tour my vineyard and also place your burdens 
among the vines in Row 124, if you’d like.) 

The young vines I stood among for my wedding photos are now aged 
and rough after years of growth. They are beautiful nevertheless, and today 
they produce incredible, mature fruit. 

But unlike those vines, my marriage didn’t mature. It didn’t grow in 
intimacy or beauty, only in pain and deep brokenness, and so it has ended. 
The vines spoke to me, calling me to live during the darkest times. They 
spoke life and healing and growth as I journeyed through the perils of an 
unhealthy relationship and divorce. I wanted a beautiful ending to my 
story, and God will work that, but not in the way I expected or dreamed 
about. My story and yours are different, but I know and you know that 
Jesus, The Vine, knows our brokenness.

Row 55 is another row you’ll read about later. I call it “Eternity Row” 
because it is a row for rejoicing in the many blessings God has given. It has 
also been a place to ponder Paul’s call to give thanks in all circumstances 
(not for all circumstances). Row 55 has been a place for me to practice 
thanksgiving and trusting, and it has been a place for growing. 

The Vine speaks healing and growing and calls us to bear fruit through 
our stories. Jesus abides in us, and we abide in Him and His holy life, no 
matter where we live. We live in Christ now and for eternity. That is what 
The Vine Speaks! 
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I know how easy it is to look over my vineyard and believe every-
thing to be perfect and beautiful. My father knows differently because he 
sees the vines from a vinedresser’s perspective. He sees the challenges and 
problems. He sees the work that needs to be done. It is also easy to believe 
everyone else’s life to be without challenges. It is easy to judge how others 
grow their vines and grow in their lives and then to withdraw or isolate 
ourselves because we don’t see ourselves as perfect and beautiful. But nei-
ther withdrawing nor judging is the way of life in The Vine. We are His 
branches, and we do what healthy branches of The True Vine do: we lis-
ten to Him speak, we receive His nourishment, and then we respond in 
faith, we grow, and we bear fruit. 

The Branches Speak: Your Story

Contemplating the words in this book during personal, private time 
will bring growth and fruit. Gathering in small groups as the branches 
of The Vine is also a wonderful way to ponder and study this book. As 
you gather with your small group, promise one another that as growing 
branches, you will cherish one another and keep in confidence what the 
group members speak. 

Please discuss these questions:

1. What has The Vine spoken to you in this chapter?
2. What burdens would you choose to leave in Row 124 in the 

soil at the foot of The Vine?
3.  What rejoicing would you like to do in Row 55?
4.  Share a time when The Vine or The Vinedresser or the 

branches of the Vine spoke through the Scriptures to you.


