
Fifth Sunday of Easter
John 15:1-8

Grapes that are native to the United States are good for only one thing,
grape  juice.  They  do  not  produce  good  wine.  On the  other  hand,  many
grapes  native  to  Europe,  for  example,  are  excellent  for  producing  wine.
Being half Italian, that is something my relatives would say or think about
grapes that are native to the United States. There are stories of nineteenth
century Italian immigrants coming to California with their grapevine cuttings,
so they would be able to plant their own native grapes in this New World
and have wine. They tended these cuttings onboard ships and then across
the Appalachian range, the Great Plains, and the Rocky Mountains before
finally settling on the West Coast.

The grapevine cuttings were precious reminders of the land, the culture, and
the people, the immigrants left behind; and these same cuttings, properly
transplanted, cared for, and pruned, would provide life and happiness in this,
the New World. And it turned out that California's climate, Napa Valley in
particular,  was ideal  for  growing grapes that would produce some of  the
world's best wines.

We can imagine something of this, when Jesus says that he is the Vine. In
typical Johannine fashion, we have here no parable about the kingdom of
God being like a vineyard. Remember, last week I talked about that John
does not talk in parables. He talks and uses the “I AM” statements and in
chapter 15, John uses “I AM the true vine.” For the fourth gospel, Jesus is the
Vine. He goes a step further to say that God is the vinegrower. For us and
our image above, perhaps God is the immigrant who brings the precious
vine to the New World, ready to plant in fertile soil.
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Jesus reminds us of  the vinegrower's  role.  Not only does the vinegrower
ensure its viability, but God prunes the branches to produce fruit, and cuts
away those that do not produce any fruit. In a stark vision of the end of time,
Jesus takes yet another step to say that those branches that have been cut
away will be thrown into the fire to be burned. Such apocalyptic images are
rare in this gospel, though they appear more frequently in Matthew. As the
vinegrower,  God  tends  God's  precious  vine,  much  like  the  immigrant
bringing native cuttings to the New World. Once transplanted, the real work
begins.  I  wonder  if  we  were  think  of  immigrants  as  God,  yes  God  the
vinegrower,  that  has  been  transplanted  here,  would  we  be  so  quick  to
uproot them from where they have been planted?

Where are we in this metaphor? We are the branches, fully aware that no
branch can produce fruit on its own. We must remain attached to the vine to
bear fruit. So as not to be uprooted, lopped off, we remain in Jesus.

The  images  this  morning  are  ancient,  but  easily  applicable  and
comprehended. Anyone with experience in gardening or observing nature
grasps the symbolism here. The metaphor is simple yet sublime, and seems
to be evidence of a good Teacher.

The image used in today's gospel is polyvalent. It can be understood in a
number of ways. For one, Jesus says that the branches that do bear fruit are
pruned, to bear more. We can reflect on that, to wonder why these fruit-
bearing branches need to be pruned at all! Is it not enough to cut off the
branches that do not bear fruit? No, for the vinegrower, merely producing
fruit  is  not  enough.  The  vinegrower  knows that  the branch can produce
more. And anyone with gardening experience would agree.

And so we at times have the experience of being pruned. We can wonder
why.  Things  seem  to  be  going  well.  Life  is  in  order.  Good  things  are
happening. And yet, we are pruned. We die to parts of ourselves regularly.
And this dying is essential if we are to produce fruit. The vinegrower, God,
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knows exactly what God is doing. Our task is simply to remain attached to
the vine, and to produce fruit. Our being pruned is a natural and healthy,
though perhaps painful at times, experience that is necessary for us to grow
in to the people we are to become. This process of being pruned, of dying to
self, is essential for the Christian life, and it is directed, even carried out by
God. The result of which is producing fruit.

In Christ, we are connected to God and to one another. We cannot live our
faith in a vacuum. Unless Jesus becomes the center of our lives, the faith we
profess is doomed to wither and die in emptiness, unless we embrace the
gospel and its demanding spirit of selflessness, compassion, forgiveness, and
love,  our  profession  of  faith  is  meaningless.  The  Risen  One  calls  us  to
community, to be branches on the same vine, to realize our life in Christ is
also life in one another.

Easter season speaks to us of the eternal presence of Christ in our midst,
present to us in the Word we have heard and has taken root in our hearts.
Our faithfulness to the call to discipleship invites that we work to enable that
Word within  us  to  produce  a  garden of  compassion,  forgiveness,  justice,
reconciliation, and love. In the fruit we bear as branches of Christ, we glorify
God the vinegrower. Remember, “Abide in me as I abide in you.” Amen.
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