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Prayer song: 
“The Lord of life, a vine is he, and grafted to him we must be; 

And thus we yield abundantly sweet fruit for all to taste and see.” 
 

 
 
Two and a half years ago, Gary and I visited our family in Florida over Thanksgiving. We were 
flying back to Grand Rapids on Sunday morning because I had to lead a church conference that 
evening in Muskegon, which is along Lake Michigan.   
 
We left ourselves plenty of time, with an arrival in the early afternoon. As we were approaching 
Grand Rapids, there was a very low cloud cover, so we couldn’t even see the ground until about 
we were at about a hundred feet. The runway was right below us, and we were thirty feet from 
touchdown, when, all of a sudden, the pilot accelerated and we soared back up into the sky.   
 
Everyone on the plane was spooked, and we looked at each other with confusion and even fear.  
We didn’t hear a thing from the cockpit or flight attendants for ten minutes. Finally, the captain 
came on to say that when he broke through the clouds, he saw that the plane was not aligned with 
the runway. That meant he wasn’t in the right place to land the plane safely.    
 
Evidently, there was a problem with the computer system. Because there was so little visibility 
and the pilot couldn’t do an instrument landing, he didn’t feel safe trying again. The closest 
airport without cloud cover was Fort Wayne, Indiana, where he could land visually.  
  
I was 100% supportive of the pilot’s decision. I do love adventure, but I didn’t think it was a 
good idea to land the jet in a field. The problem was, there were no extra planes in Fort Wayne 
and no way to quickly fix the jet we did have. After waiting four hours in an airport that was not 
terrible exciting, another plane arrived to take us back to Grand Rapids. I knew that by the time 
we arrived home, it would be too late to make the hour drive to Muskegon, so I called a 
colleague to help me out with the church conference. I’m not sure anyone in Muskegon believed 
my excuse. So close but so far away. 
 
As I reflected on this experience, I realized that God was teaching me a lesson about the church.  
If First Church or any other church is going to be effective in making disciples of Jesus Christ 
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and transforming the world, all of our programs, activities, and ministries need to be in alignment 
with our mission, vision, and core values. Oh, we can plan dozens of activities every day at First 
Church, which we do exceedingly well. But if we are not clear about our vision for ministry and 
what God wants First Church to look like five years from now, then we may not be landing on 
the right runway all the time, our ministries will likely be scattered, and we won’t serve as 
effectively as we could. 

 
Have you ever thought about the fact that every congregation is one-of-a-kind? Every church has 
a unique location, a unique make-up of the congregation, and unique resources, skills, and 
passions that members and friends bring. Every congregation should also have a unique vision 
for where God is specifically leading them, along with a runway for how to get there. If we’re 
clear about where we want to end up, then we’ll know in which direction to focus our energy and 
ministries.   
 
First Church developed a strategic plan almost five years ago called The Next Generation. This 
plan was unique to us and contained five big ideas to be implemented over five years. The Next 
Generation plan has guided us very well, but the five years are almost up. 
 
Every strategic plan is unique. There is one thing, however, that all churches hold in common, 
and that is our overarching purpose. The Christian Church is uniquely called by God to bear 
fruit. It’s the question John Wesley first asked those coming to be ordained at the third 
conference of Methodist preachers in 1746: “Have they fruit?   
 
“Have they fruit?” Wesley would ask. In other words, do these preachers have anything to show 
for their ministry? Have they transformed any lives? Have they saved any souls through the word 
they proclaimed? Are any hurting or hungry people fed by their ministry?  Is the world any more 
compassionate and just because of their words and actions? Have they fruit? 

 
Every time I walk down the hallway past the office or go into the Wright Parlor, I see the 
pictures of John Wesley, and I hear him asking me, “Have you fruit, Laurie? Are you saving 
souls? Are you ushering any people onto the runway of God’s kingdom? Are you empowering 
anyone in their Christian walk?” But John Wesley is also asking us as a congregation, “Have you 
fruit? Are you modeling the love of Christ to everyone who walks through these doors? What are 
you doing outside the building for the people in Birmingham, the Detroit metro community, and 
the world who are most in need? Are all of your many activities making any difference?  
Where’s your runway?” 
 
Fruitfulness is a unique aspect of God’s character. And because you and I are created in God’s 
image, fruitfulness is a unique aspect of our character, as well. God is creative and productive.  
God creates a world, then God creates humans, and the very first words God says to us are “Be 
fruitful and multiply.” As biblical history unfolds, we see God continually molding and shaping 
us into fruitful human beings who reach out to the rest of the world.   
 
In Genesis 17:6, God says to Abraham, “I will make you exceedingly fruitful.” What God means 
is that not only will Abraham have many offspring, but the fruitfulness of his life and 
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relationship with God will be a blessing to others. Out of all the people in the world, God chose 
Abraham and his family to bear fruit.   

 
Years later, when God gave Moses the law, God made it clear that the Israelites as a people 
would have a unique role in the world. By bearing fruit, their covenant with God would enable 
the rest of the world to be blessed. The circle was widened to include all of Israel. 
 
After Jesus lived, died, and rose from the dead, he said to his followers, “Go and make disciples 
of all nations.” Earlier he told them, “I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last.”  
Ah, the circle has widened even further to include Gentiles. Now no one in our world is excluded 
anymore. Our call as Christians is to bear fruit by reaching out to all people with the grace of 
Jesus Christ. 
 
In the gospel of John, Jesus uses the image of the vine and branches to talk about our connection 
with God. Jesus is the vine, you and I are the branches, and God is the vine grower. The vine 
grower, the vine, and the branches are all essential to the production of fruit, which is the goal.  
But the key to bearing fruit, Jesus says, is that you and I abide in him. To abide means to stay in 
relationship with Christ, to rest in his care and be connected to the vine. When we abide in Jesus, 
we bear good fruit by engaging in works of love. If we don’t abide in him, Jesus says, we can do 
nothing.  Have you fruit? 

 
What is the ultimate purpose of the Christian life? Is it success, wealth, profit, or recognition?  
No. Is the goal of life getting to heaven, as some Christians think? No. Our biblical mandate is to 
bear fruit in this life and thus experience heaven on earth every day. When we have fruit, as John 
Wesley would put it, we may not become rich. We may not be liked by everyone, and at times 
we may have to take a stand for justice and mercy when no one else agrees with us.   
 
Sometimes I hear people say that the primary purpose of the Christian life is faithfulness rather 
than fruitfulness. I confess that we clergy are prone to declare, especially when things aren’t 
going well, “God isn’t calling me to be successful, God’s calling me to be faithful.” We hear it 
from declining congregations, as well. “God doesn’t care if we don’t grow. God only wants us to 
be faithful.” Well, I’m all for being faithful. Yet simply being faithful becomes a cop-out when 
churches become mired in the status quo and have no desire to grow, reach out to their 
neighbors, or serve the least, the last, and the lost. Faithfulness becomes an excuse for the lack of 
fruit.   
 
Friends, is God calling you and me to be successful, heavenly-minded, faithful, or fruitful? Do 
you see the difference? Fruitfulness is effectiveness in ministry. Fruitfulness plans for and 
expects results. Have you fruit? 
 
There’s a small congregation in a small town in Oceana County near Lake Michigan called 
Shelby United Methodist Church. Oceana County is one of the poorest counties in the state of 
Michigan. The town has gradually declined over many years because there are simply no jobs in 
the area except for a few major fruit processors. Fifteen years ago the church stretched itself to 
build a big addition with a gym, but in the process they forgot that the purpose of the gym was to 
bear fruit. They never developed a plan for how the gym could engage their community, so the 
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gym was mostly empty, forgotten, except once a month when they had to find a way to pay their 
huge mortgage. 

 
In 2009, Maxine Martin died. She was a saint of the church and long-time community volunteer 
for many causes, especially children. A few months later, two fruit-bearing sisters from the 
Shelby UMC had a vision for a free clothing ministry that they called Maxine’s Closet. They 
took their idea to the Shelby school superintendent, who blessed them and offered space at the 
school for the signature event of this ministry. The sisters asked the church and community to 
donate new and used children’s clothing and solicited contributions for new backpacks, each of 
which contained a new package of socks and underwear and two school uniforms.   
 
The biggest event of Maxine’s Closet is Giveaway Day in August. A free breakfast and lunch is 
served at the school, the Shelby football teams help with loading and unloading, and thirty 
church and community volunteers oversee the day. In 2009, 350 students were served. In 2013, 
the number jumped to 716 children and youth who received not only clothes and backpacks, but 
hope and love. Do you know how many students there are in the entire Shelby school system? 
1,470. Half of the students in the school system were served by a once-dispirited congregation 
that found the runway back to new life because of the commitment of Maxine Martin and two 
women who were determined to become the next fruit processors in the county. 
 
Contrast Shelby United Methodist Church with a town in New England in which one church’s 
bells had rung to mark every hour of every day for generations.i After decades of decline, that 
church was closed and eventually demolished. Years later the farmers of that community were 
talking, and they all agreed. They missed the bells but not the church. What if that congregation 
had asked John Wesley’s question, “Have we fruit?” It may not have prevented their ultimate 
demise, but it might have prompted them to acknowledge that their church as it was served no 
role in their community other than that of a clock. And that admission might have opened the 
door to a new runway of hope. 

 
What good is an apple tree if we don’t learn how to grow luscious apples? What good is it for 
our churches to run ourselves ragged, going from one activity to after another without a runway, 
without purpose and goals, implementation and measurements, and without connecting with the 
very people we seek to reach?   
 
Imagine the discussion that could take place all over First Church if we asked ourselves, “Have 
we fruit that will last?” What might happen at our next Administrative Council meeting if we 
asked the question, “Where is our new runway? Can we build on our solid foundation of ministry 
and mission and develop a compelling vision of God’s preferred future for us over the next ten 
years? How are we doing in aligning our ministries with the mission of our congregation?”     
 
What if the leaders in every ministry asked, “Have we fruit? How is the community and world in 
which we live any healthier, more just, and more grace-filled because of the presence of First 
United Methodist Church?” What if our Trustees asked, “How can our building be more 
available for the people and groups in our community who need a place of safety, hospitality, 
and unconditional acceptance?” What if the staff and clergy asked ourselves, “Have we fruit?  
Can we move beyond a mentality of success and mere faithfulness to empower our unique 
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congregation to bear fruit in their spiritual walk with God as well as in the ministries in which 
they are involved?”   

 
Gary and I experienced our first Friday Night Lights two days ago. I’m still in recovery! What 
we’d heard about this ministry could not in any way, shape, or form adequately explain our 
experience. It’s one of those times when you just have to be there. 720 sixth, seventh, and eighth 
graders from dozens of different schools and 48 volunteers. On the surface there was pure chaos, 
noise, confusion, laughter, noise, music, dancing, video games, noise, dodgeball, and 
conversation. But underneath there were multiple runways that were bearing fruit. All the while, 
underneath there was connection, smiles, safety, grace, compassion, hospitality, welcome, love, 
joy, hope, light, and God. Surely the presence of the Lord was in this place on Friday night. 
 
Oh my! What a daunting call from God: “Be fruitful and multiply your love.” Have you fruit, 
Laurie? Have you fruit, Jason? Have you fruit, Emily? Have you fruit, First Church? I don’t 
where God is leading First UMC, but I do know this. Fruit-bearing will be essential to our vision 
and our future. “Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me 
you can do nothing. Apart from me you’ll miss the runway.” Have you fruit? Thanks be to God 
for the unique privilege of bearing fruit for all to taste and see. 

 
 

Prayer Song: 
If we be joined to him, we know his strength and power will help us grow. 
His Spirit’s grace through us will flow to prune and shape us as we go. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
                                                 
i Mark Nepo, Surviving Has Made Me Crazy, CavanKerry Press, Ltd., 2007. 


