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 COVID is quickly becoming our recent past. But before COVID we struggled 

with other issues, and not always with great success. For the past few weeks, pastors 

both in our District Clergy Zoom gathering, and our Hudson Area Ministerial 

Association (HAMA) have been observing our spiritual struggles that social isolation 

forced to wait are coming back. When pastors gather, we look back to the decade 

between the Great Recession and COVID, the years of 2009-2019. One big issues we 

set aside by COVID in our professional conversations and shared prayers was how to 

lead our flocks to simplify their lives, to prune away what is not essential that kept you 

all from growing in the spiritual essentials of life with Christ. As we pray for your 

spiritual health, we encourage you in essential spiritual action. 

 In our abundance, all practical ways we can be love for others often begins in 

how we be love for ourselves. For just a second, let’s pause while in our hearts we 

answer this question, “How do I love myself?”  

 

 (In live worship I offer to keep the time here. But you, my dear reader, can take 

as much time as you need. I left you space for notes if you are a note making person.)  
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 In today’s gospel reading, Jesus used a gardening image for our spiritual life. He 

taught that he is the vine, we who believe Him to be the Christ are his branches, and 

God is the keeper of our vineyard. The meaning of “I am the vine, you are the 

branches,” (John 15: 5) is easy to understand if you have learned the child’s lesson of 

planting a seed in a small paper cup, observing how the seed sprouts and grows until 

you give a marigold you grew yourself to give a mom on Mother’s Day. As more 

mature Christians, we want to read Jesus’ parables consistently with Jesus’ central 

teaching to be love for our neighbor just as we love ourselves. Today let us pay close 

attention to the pruning work God is doing in our lives as he removes every branch 

that bears no fruit. Let us stay close to God while he prunes our branches that bear 

fruit so we can bear even more fruit. (Paraphrase of John 15:2) What branches could 

the Lord want pruned in our lives so that we may bear more spiritual fruit? How can 

we collaborate with the Lord’s pruning so that what is in our lives supports our effort 

to be love for God and each other?  

 While working on this sermon, I surveyed forty years of spiritual pruning 

literature in my library. When the survey was done, it seemed to me that I had a good 

deal of old thinking that blessed me on my journey which must be pruned well to 

make this sermon useful for you this week. The newest book I am reading related to 

pruning our lives is Essentialism: The Essential Pursuit of Less by Greg McKeown. 

(Random House, 2014, 2020) McKeown’s thesis is “Only once you give yourself 

permission to stop trying to do it all, to stop saying yes to everyone, can you make 

your highest contribution towards the things that really matter.” (page 12 of 246 in the 

Nook edition) In my spiritual life, the essential idea of pruning is to minimalize all in 

each of our lives that does not grow God’s love in our living. 

 When Jesus first said, “I am the vine, you are the branches. . .. The Lord prunes 

away every branch that no longer bears fruit,” he invited us as his followers to free 

ourselves from all that keeps us from being love for God and all humanity, including 

worst habits. Especially our worst habits! When non-fruiting branches are not pruned 

from a grape vine, the vine spend so much energy supporting those old branches that 

the entire plant stops bearing fruit. In human terms, this can be seen in us as we 

spend our time, our energy, our financial resources on things and activities that 

contribute nothing to our becoming love as Christ intended.  

 What then is essential to our faith? This past week, I have been writing about 

this in our Daily Church Epistle (posted at UMCHudson.org). In those posts, I have 

named breath, sleep, and rest as essential for our spiritual growth. Those three are first 
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found in Genesis 1 when God created the earth and all that is in it in just seven days 

and six nights.  

The first human became a living being when God breathed the breath of life 

into his nostrils. One of the simplest ways to love oneself in tough situations is to 

simply remember to breathe. In Aaron Rogers’ posted Jeopardy! guest host interview as 

a quarterback and as a celebrity Jeopardy! champion, I learned how Rogers values of 

focused breath pattern to calm himself in anxious moments. He described beginning 

by first exhaling, then breathing in to a silent count of four, holding for a of four, 

breathing out for another count of four, and hold again for a final count of four. This 

way of breathing can be repeated as often as necessary. I have had several occasions 

to use it since Rogers guest hosted, and I would his breath exercise as a guide to 

breathing in anxious or painful moments.  

 The second is sleep. When I was a child and first learned the story of creation 

told in Genesis 1, I imagined God slept each night. My childish idea is nowhere in the 

Bible, but with no humans sinning or in need, why wouldn’t God seize the 

opportunity to get a good night’s sleep before we were created?  

Sleep is essential to every kind of health, spiritually as well as physically and 

mentally. We were created by God to be renewed by sleep each night. One technique 

an old pastor taught me when I was in a stressful situation in my second post 

seminary job was to reclaim the childhood habit of saying your bedtime prayers. He 

had learned this from his district superintendent as a young man. I would guess that 

this technique is so old, St. John as the last disciple may have taught it to the children 

with near him at the end of his life.   

 This essential prayer exists is reclaiming your childhood faith as you end your 

day. When you are ready for bed, pray the prayer you parents taught you to pray as 

the last activity of your day. If you do not have one of these bedtime prayers in your 

memory, I will share the one my parents taught me from mine.  

“Dear Father in heaven, look down from above. Bless Mommy and Daddy, 

and all those I love; may angels watch over my slumber, and when the morning 

is breaking, awake me. Amen.”  

I probably should pray this way more often, but when I do pray the way Mom 

and Daddy taught me, I am often asleep within minutes of laying down with the light 

off.   



As You Love Yourself D. J. Ramstad 4 | P a g e  

 The third essential I mentioned in our Daily Church Epistles is rest. This one 

comes to us from when God rested on the seventh day. The Bible does not tell us 

what God did while he rested, only that he rested when his work was done. For us 

who are schooled from childhood to always be busy, it helps to remember that to rest 

is a verb, an action one does. Resting includes sleep but sleep alone is not enough. 

There is no definitive list of restful activities one could choose; but all restful activities 

have one thing in common, they are not your work. This is true even if we are blessed 

to be among those who really love our work. The other reason I believe rest is 

essential enough to prune away our work busy-ness is because this essential is 

encoded in the Ten Commandments, “Remember God rested on the seventh day and 

you rest to imitate God.” (DJR paraphrase of Exodus 20:8-11) 

 Prayer is the last essential branch for bearing love that pruning benefits. This 

year I have learned a way to pray that helps my faith grow here in suburban 

abundance. Prune your schedule to make time for prayer regularly in your day. I 

recently watched a 2019 YouTube featuring my favorite YouTube preacher, Pastor 

Diana. on The Minimal Mom. Pastor Diana suggested pausing to pray a breath prayer of 

thanks every time you do a common activity such as (please, fill in your own blank.) 

As the mom of a toddler, Pastor Diana chose putting her key in the ignition of her 

minivan. Because that video was from 2019, I adapted it by setting prayer alarms on 

my smartphone and praying just a short prayer of praise every time those alarms go 

off. Now I breathe a prayer every time I hear a timer go off.  

 What if Christ is saying to you, “You are the vine and breathing, sleeping, 

resting, and prayer are the branches I want you to care for by pruning this week?” 

Friend, as you be love for yourself as Christ follower in a world caught so deeply in 

pain, prune your life of all that keeps you from bearing spiritual fruit. Allow Christ’s 

love support you through your breath as the gift of life from God, rest that includes 

sleep and other recreation, and prayer. These are the branches that if we tend them 

will yield love as the fruit of the Spirit in our lives.  

Amen.  


