
 
  
 

 The vine grower walks along a vineyard, tending to the branches in the warm sun. 
He pauses to look at each one with great care. Some branches have fallen away from the 
vine. He collects them in a bag by his side to be discarded. Some are just about to fall, no 
longer taking nourishment from the vine, brittle and brown and essentially dead. These he 
cuts from the branch and discards. Some of the branches are just beginning to produce 
fruit. He carefully cuts away these first fruits, pruning them back so that when they next 
grow they will produce even more fruit. Always the vine grower is taking the long view, 
cutting and pruning, with an eye not on the individual branch, but the entirety of the vine. 
The abundance of fruit is the mission, and to achieve it the glory of the vine grower. 
 
 There is an art to it. One must know when to prune and when to let be, and one 
must try and tame the defining characteristic of vines: Jesus calls it abiding, but it can 
look to the untrained eye like a tangled mess. 
 
 Some of you have heard me mention before that my grandmother loved to make 
homemade wine. She could turn almost anything into wine – grapes, blueberries, 
strawberries, blackberries, and muscadines.  I always waited for the time when she would 
inevitably allow me to take a sip at the table. Sometimes, to be frank, it was like tasting 
muscadine moonshine. But most of the time, it was sweet, landing on my tongue like an 
older country song, “The green on the vine, like strawberry wine.” 
 

The north Alabama land yielded a diversity of fruit. Most of the fruit came from 
vines on their small property, some from trees. The vines ran here and there, intertwining 
with one another. You could stand out there picking on a hot summer day and see the 
tangled mess, not knowing where one began and the other one ended.  
 
 It is this mixed and jumbled essence of vineyards, in Jesus’ time and ours, where 
the metaphor comes to life. The life of faith is an intertwining of God’s care for the vine, 
and the vine’s nourishment of the branches. Where does one end and the other begin? It is 
senseless to even try and guess. Jesus abides in us and we abide in him, just as he abides 
in the Father and the Father in him, and in this mutual abiding there is life and there is 
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fruit, which is all to the glory of God, who is also a glorious intertwining of Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit, a relational God for a relational people. 
 
 The Greek pronouns in this text are plural, so you really means ya’ll, or all ya’ll, 
whichever you prefer (John may be the most Southern of the gospel writers). “Ya’ll” 
means church. It means community.  
 
 God the vine grower is patiently walking among the church, caring for the beloved 
vine which nourishes all the branches. The call of the church is but one – to abide, to 
intertwine ourselves so deeply into the word of Christ that we will continually experience 
his cleansing presence, and our common life will burst with fruit that will bless the world. 
 
 The word “abide” occurs eight times in these eight verses, all of them attached to 
plural pronouns, all of them addressed to the church, to us. It is we who sit in that room 
with Jesus, fearful of what’s next, uncertain about the future, feet wet from washing, the 
taste of bread and wine lingering on our tongues, the command to love one another 
echoing in our ears, and we hear him say, to us, “Apart from me ya’ll can do nothing.” So 
abide in me, as I abide in you. 
 
 Perhaps these words should be read before every meeting of the church, placed on 
high banners at the presbytery meetings and the General Assembly, inserted into every 
mission statementthe goal of every gathering – “Abide in me, as I already abide in you.” 
 
 The church is being called to recognize the futility of trying to save ourselves, to 
recognize we are already part of the amazing and life-giving work of God in the world. 
The deeper we abide in that reality, the more fruitful we become, precisely because we 
have stopped trying to produce fruit ourselves. It is Christ who makes all things new; it is 
God’s grace that produces fruit in us, all to the glory of God.  
 
 Lutheran pastor Nadia Bolz Weber says her first sentence as a child was, “Do it 
self!” She speaks for many of us, and certainly speaks for our hyper-individualistic 
culture, and much of our religious life. I think sometimes this is the source of a great deal 
of our anxiety, as a church and as individuals. Even in our faith, we want to “do it self.” 
Weber writes, “So not only are we dependent on Jesus, but our lives are uncomfortably 
tangled up together. The Christian life is a vine-y, branch-y, mess of us, Jesus, and 
others…”1 There is perhaps no greater message these confirmation students, their loved 
ones, and their Covenant Partners can take away from this experience. We are all bound 
together. 

 
1 Nadia Bolz-Weber, I Want to Be a Sunflower for Jesus. 



 It is something the grower knows as she tends to the branches in the warm sun – 
because the vine is, we are. We know it to be true as we live in this blessed and beloved 
community – because Christ is, we are. And we know because of the overflowing 
connections of vines and branches that the old African proverb is also true – because we 
are, I am. We cannot escape the relation of the triune God, the entanglement of Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit; and we cannot escape the ways we are bound to one another in deep 
love. Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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