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When I was a girl our family used to drive from our home in Ohio down south to North Carolina 

and Georgia to visit my father’s side of the family. I remember that once we’d hit the Peach 

State, there were two things that fascinated me as I looked out the car window: one was that 

Georgia red clay (you didn’t see that up north!) and the other was this sea of green foliage that 

covered everything – trees, bushes, utility poles - like a blanket. My dad said it was something 

called kudzu vine, and explained to me that  

it was an invasive species, that it really did take over pretty much everything, that it didn’t 

belong there, and it was very, very tough to get rid of.  

 

Of course, kudzu is not the kind of vine that Jesus, on the night of his arrest, identifies with 

himself,  

although given some of the parables where he compares the kingdom of heaven to things like 

mustard trees and yeast, things that grow and expand and are tough to get rid of, saying 

something like “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a Kudzu vine…” might not be too 

far off. But that’s another sermon, for another gospel. Here, Jesus is no doubt referring to 

grapevines – the Bible has numerous references to vines and vineyards, in both testaments. 

 

What do we know about vines, and why would Jesus use this as a metaphor? For one thing, vines 

are incredibly strong and tough, even if they rarely can support themselves as a tree would do; 

some of them trail along the ground, sending out runners; some send out branches to climb or 

twine around something, like a wall, a trellis or arbor, a tree. That means they have to be 

tenacious, clingy, aggressive: they have those little tendrils that reach out and cling to things and 

help them spread. Vines are flexible, too. But if you cut off the branch from its source, the vine, 

then the branch will die. 

 

Jesus knew that what was coming over the next few days would really unhinge his disciples. 

They would feel abandoned, cut off from him, loosed from everything that had been holding 

them all together.  

He needed to let them know that they would still keep their connection with each other and with 

him  

because even though he would no longer be among them physically, this mutual abiding would 

give them the strength to would carry on, not just through this dark night but in the days ahead as 

well.  

After the resurrection, ascension, and Pentecost, that knowledge would continue to carry them 

through some pretty rough times. By the time the intended audience of John’s gospel and letters 

were actually reading and hearing them, persecutions were rampant and they needed strong 

encouragement to keep their faith vital, their mission active, and to remind them that God had 

not abandoned them even in the face of possible or even certain death. This is a very important 

concept in John. 

 

The word that’s translated abide is used 40 times in the gospel of John; it’s used ten times in this 

passage alone. And, it’s used a total of 14 times in today’s gospel and second lesson, also a 

Johannine writing. I think that means it’s important! What do you think of when you hear the 



word “abide”? I think about staying, remaining, being with – but in such a way that real 

relationship and connection are formed and nurtured. Abide isn’t just about being physically 

present with someone; it’s like those times when someone we love deeply is separated from us, 

yet we still feel that loving connection with the person even when we’re not in direct contact. It’s 

settled and trusting. That kind of loving kind of connection would have been important to the 

disciples on that night of the last supper; but it was clearly very important to the Johannine 

community in the early days of the church, the community for whom this was actually written, 

when they were experiencing persecution by the empire. They needed this “life on the vine”, not 

just to be reminded that they were connected to Jesus, like the branches are to the vine;  

but that they had to be connected to Jesus, or they would not be able to accomplish the work of 

spreading and living God’s message of love. 

 

Which brings us to another word that’s used a lot in John: love! Love is the means by which 

abiding is accomplished. The word is used 26 times in our second lesson; clearly it’s also an 

important word. Just like the main vine from which the branches spread and reach out, it is 

God’s perfect love that we, as God’s children and Christ’s followers, must do our best to model 

and carry out, no matter how imperfectly. God is the root of true love; that is, love that allows us 

to love others and love ourselves because we recognize that we are all God’s beloved; as 

Presiding Bishop Michael Curry said several years ago, “If it’s not about love, it’s not about 

God.”  

 

We have another reading this morning, this one from the book of Acts – the 8th chapter, to be 

precise.  

This is the chapter when the actual mission of the apostles, what Jesus had commissioned them 

and the Spirit had empowered them to do, really kicks into high gear. A persecution is underway. 

For the first time, the fledgling church finds itself in diaspora. Many of its members have been 

forced to leave Jerusalem and the tight community they had there; fortunately, they haven’t left 

their faith behind.  

Philip is one of those members in diaspora.  

 

The writings of the evangelist John and of the evangelist Luke (also the author of Acts) aren’t 

really all that connected, but they are all part of our Christian scriptures; taking a comprehensive 

view of all of them gives us a more complete picture of what our faith is all about. I would say it 

was this practice of “life on the vine” that kept Philip faithful when the angel and the Spirit each 

pointed him to the wilderness road and the fancy chariot. Philip is basically on his own on that 

“wilderness road”, he’s left the community behind; then he’s given a chance encounter with this 

Ethiopian. And this is where love kicks in, because even though he was a very powerful and 

trusted man in the queen’s court, the Ethiopian was a eunuch; according to the Judaic law, his 

physical condition made him unclean and thus unable to become a Jew, even though he clearly 

had great interest in the Hebrew scriptures – when found, he’s reading Isaiah! At that point in 

time you couldn’t be baptized into the community of Jesus without first becoming a Jew, and 

again, since that would have been impossible for this man, technically he should not have been 

baptized no matter how badly he wanted to be. Philip would surely have known this. Philip 

makes a choice based on love – the angel and Spirit may have directed Philip to the Ethiopian, 

but baptism is Philip’s choice. He baptizes the eunuch, and so the vine grows another branch. 



The tendrils spread. Who knows what growth eventually occurred as a result of that one person’s 

baptism on the wilderness road? That’s one of the untold stories of “life on the vine”! 

 

What, I wonder, are our untold stories of “life on the vine”? Surely we have them! Christian 

community, Christian communities, have changed so much since those earliest days – so much 

of what we do would not be recognizable to those earliest Jesus followers. The church has 

become a huge and sometimes unwieldy institution – that’s a mixed blessing. We don’t live 

under threat of persecution in our particular context, and that’s good, although it can make us 

complacent, and that’s not good. But the necessity of staying on the vine, of being true and living 

branches of the Jesus movement, is just as necessary for our survival now as it was for the 

disciples and apostles then. We can only practice our faith with integrity if God’s love shows in 

us and through us. I’m pretty sure you’ve experienced that here, or you wouldn’t keep coming 

back. So when you leave here this morning, and during the coming week, I want you to think 

about those times when you’ve felt an abiding sense of the presence of Christ here – not in or 

because of the building, but in and because of the community of disciples who gather here on a 

regular basis. Where and when have you seen the love of God embodied here? Please, really 

think about those things; think about them. Think about how, moving forward, we can take those 

things even further. 

And when you pray, pray for us to have the will and the courage to do that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


