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Plant Where You Grow
John 15:1-8; Acts 8:26-40

An ambitious fellow named Albert took over an old,
run-down, abandoned garden plot in his neighborhood.  The beds
were overgrown with weeds, the shed was falling down, and the
greenhouse was just a frame with broken glass.  During his first
day of work, his pastor stopped by to bless Albert's work, saying,
“May you and God work together to make this the garden of your
dreams!”  A few months later, the pastor stopped by again.  Lo
and behold, it was completely transformed.  The shed had been
expertly rebuilt, vegetables were growing in neat rows and the
greenhouse had been re-glazed and was full of plump, ripe
tomatoes.  “Amazing!” exclaimed the minister. “Look what God
and you have accomplished together!”  “Yes, Reverend,” said
Albert, “but don’t forget what the place was like when God was
working it alone!”

Albert might have been right that God needed a little help with the
garden in his neighborhood, but it does seem that once upon a time God did
a pretty good job of growing a garden alone!  In fact, Jesus liked to use the
metaphor of God as a gardener to help folks like us better understand what
it means to be a follower of God.  John recounted one of those illustrations in
Jesus’ familiar parable of the vine and the branches.  Hear it again:

”I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower.  He
removes every branch in me that bears no fruit.  Every branch
that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit.  You have
already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you. 
Abide in me as I abide in you.  Just 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.  Those
who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart
from me you can do nothing.  Whoever does not abide in me is
thrown away like a branch and withers; such branches are
gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned.  If you abide in me,
and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will



be done for you.  My Father is glorified by this, that you bear
much fruit and become my disciples. John 15:1-8

We know that pruning is essential to the health and growth of fruit-
bearing plants.  When we are compared to branches on a vine, however, this
passage admittedly sounds quite intimidating when it speaks of dead wood
being pruned away and tossed in a fire.  Yet, this allegory is not a threat of
hellfire and brimstone as one might think.  Quite the contrary, it is about the
promise of a vibrant life for anyone who remains attached to the vine of Jesus
Christ and produces fruit that is pleasing to the vinegrower who is God.

Last week we saw Jesus compare himself to a shepherd.  Today God
is imagined as a farmer and Jesus as the vine on which we, the branches,
grow.  As with all vines, this one, too, must be pruned to remain healthy. 
Take care that you do not push this image too far.  For some reason, we have
a tendency to think that anything bad that happens to us is God’s punishment
for some wrong we have done, God’s way of “pruning” us.  This passage,
however, has a positive, enthusiastic vibe to it.   God prunes the branches,
not out of anger or frustration, but of love.  God prunes the branches, not to
diminish, but to stimulate growth.  Pruning is not punishment, it is wise
farming which results in the health and productivity of the plant.

For followers of Jesus, such pruning might include worship, Bible study,
prayer, meditation, discussion, charity, ministry, and all of the other ways of
growing closer to God and exploring, living, and sharing the Gospel.  It is
when we do not do these things that our faith grows weak and lackluster. 
When these and other faith activities are a regular part of our lives, however,
our faith thrives and we produce the fruit which pleases God.

Some people think that God has brought the Covid pandemic upon us
to “prune” us and get our attention.  We know, however, that God does not
manipulate us in such a way, especially when millions of people have died
and millions more have been very ill. God would not will us to suffer the
emotional, psychological, physical, and economic tolls that have come this
past year.  God has not assaulted us with this pandemic, but I do think that,
like every other experience in life, the pandemic has provided opportunity for
us to think about and respond to the ways God wants us to grow as followers
of Christ.

A week or so ago, I was talking with some friends I had not seen in well
over a year.  I asked about their daughters who have been scattered all over
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the country.  Of one of them, the mother said, “The job she has now is not a
great job, but she enjoys it.  You know she blooms wherever she is planted.”

Some people are like that.  No matter the circumstances or location,
they can thrive and make the best of any situation.  We have all seen flowers
grow in unlikely places, struggling against all odds to find enough sunlight,
water, and nourishment to wiggle their way through rocks or pavement to
open their petals to the world.  As people of God, we are sometimes placed
in such situations where living our faith is a great challenge but blessed by
God nonetheless.

For the past year, many of us have felt like the flower that has to push
its way through a crack in the pavement to bloom.  Life in general has been
hard and ministry has been a great challenge.  As this pandemic runs its
course and some new normalcy appears in its wake, what will life be like for
people of faith?  What will life be like for Lakeside, our family of faith?  How
are we going to come out of this pandemic?  How are we going to be pruned
for our own health and God’s fruitfulness?  As I think about the future of
churches in general and our church in particular, I think Jesus’ reliance on
gardening as a “fruitful” metaphor might serve us well.

If I have learned anything over the years that I have tried to grow
flowers, fruits, and vegetables, it is that one of the most important factors is
the location of a garden.  A space that allows for plenty of sunshine and is
easily watered and maintained will produce far more than a plot in the shadow
of trees with limited area for growth; yet, each type of plant grows best in
unique ways.  The challenge is often finding the best space for a particular
plant to thrive.  In the same way, where a church grows will often determine
how it grows.  Just as I have learned to plant certain vegetables in places
where they will thrive, I have learned that churches and individual Christians
should plant their lives where they are going to grow the best.

Simply put, as a family of faith, it is important that we come to
understand our strengths, our weaknesses, our gifts, and our areas of needed
growth so that we can determine where we can best grow and, most
important, where God wants us to grow.

The fascinating story we heard from the Acts of the Apostles is an
excellent example.  Philip was a faithful and active follower of Christ.  As with
other people in God’s story, an angel appeared and gave him instructions as
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to where he should go.  Once he arrived at the location, quite a drama
unfolded.  He saw an Ethiopian Eunuch reading the scroll of Isaiah as he
began his journey back home.  Seizing the opportunity, Philip ran up to the
chariot and asked the man if he understood what he was reading.  He did not. 
So Philip joined him in the chariot and explained God’s story to him right up
to the resurrection of Jesus.  When opportunity arose and water appeared, he
baptized the man.

Why Philip?  Why the road from Jerusalem to Gaza?  Why this eunuch
who was a high court official of the queen of Ethiopia?  Because that is
obviously the kind of situation where Philip thrived and could share the Gospel
with someone unfamiliar with such faith.  The Ethiopian seemed an unlikely
subject for evangelization: he was a foreigner, a high official of the queen, a
eunuch by commitment of his parents or by personal choice.  The two men
were vastly different, yet they found their common ground in Jesus Christ. 
God was able to use Philip to plant the seeds of faith in a place where both
of them could grow.

Where can we grow?  What unique gifts, opportunities, perspectives,
and openness do we have that put us in a place to minister to people who
might seem unlikely to follow Christ?  What is special about our family of faith
that gives us opportunity to share the gospel in ways we might never have
imagined?  Where do we grow and thrive best so that we can plant new seeds
of the gospel in those places?  Where does God want us to share the love of
Christ with other people?

This pandemic and life in general have helped to reveal both our
strengths and our weaknesses, the ways we serve God best and the places
where we still need to grow.  God is pruning us, not to punish us, but because
God wants us to live.  God is pruning us so that we can thrive and flourish. 
God is pruning us so that we can continue to bear fruit worthy of the Gospel
of Jesus Christ.  It is up to us to be open to the garden God wants us to
cultivate, to plant where we grow best.  Like Albert, we will discover that God
needs us to help cultivate his garden on earth.  We will also discover that
together with God we can produce some amazing fruit!  Amen.
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May 2, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

In this season when our souls are brimming with hope because of the
good news of resurrection and our world is bursting with color and new life,
we find ourselves weighed down with worry because of disease and discord
and troubled by news of violence and suffering.  O Lord, we are a people who
are at war with one another, in conflict within ourselves, and distant from you. 
Too often we advance our own interests at the expense of others, exploit or
ignore the struggles of those who are vulnerable, and seem to revel in the
pain of those we have deemed our adversaries but who are also children
made in your image.

Remind us, Holy God, that, even as you created each of us uniquely
and love all of us unconditionally, you are not only the Savior of our hearts but
also the Lord of the nations and of all creation.  Open our eyes to see the
suffering and needs of our neighbors close to home and of the global
community not as judgment upon them but as a call to love and an
opportunity to serve.  Tune our hearts to hear your song of peace above the
clashing of words and weapons.  Remind us, especially those of us who have
been given so much, that our blessings are not rewards for our own
achievement or worthiness but are gifts beyond our deserving, committed to
our care for stewardship and intended to inspire gratitude and generosity. 
Strengthen our hands and soften our hearts to do the work you have
entrusted to us: to reach beyond ourselves to touch the hurts we encounter,
to heal the broken, speak peace in the midst of turmoil, and embody hope for
those in despair. 

For every good gift we have received from your generous hand, we give
thanks.  For every way we have failed you and wronged one another, we seek
your mercy.  For every opportunity that opens to us and every challenge that
is before us, we plead for your wisdom and guidance.  For every day that is
ours and every blessing you have given, we offer ourselves to you in faith and
in praise, through Jesus the Christ who gave himself for the sake of the world
you so love.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


