Foundation, Focus, and Follow Through, Easter 5-B, John 15:1-8, 5/3/15

Like many of you I get a lot of junk mail each day.  But in addition to all the clothing catalogues, insurance come ons, and credit card offers which are part of modern life, I also get a steady stream of fliers promising to transform our congregation’s ministry:  stewardship programs guaranteed to increase giving 50%, evangelism tools which will bring in the elusive Millennials, and Christian education curricula which will make the faith as fresh as the latest pop song.

As I was working on this sermon I imagined Jesus walking into my office with a cup of coffee, eyeing the stack of mail on my desk, sighing deeply, and then saying, “Remember:  I am the vine.  You are the branches. Abide in me.  Got it?”  
All those programs and conferences are tempting.  When the church is trying to figure out how to minister to a spiritual landscape which changes faster than your smart phone’s operating system we want quick fixes for problems we are not ever sure we understand.  But sometimes we need to get back to the basics of discipleship, back to what is absolutely essential if our personal faith and our common ministry are to be vibrant.  So this morning I want to lift up a few things from this image of vine and branches which Jesus offers us, how it emphasizes foundation, focus, and follow through.
Four or five times a year Gail and I drive up to Staunton to attend plays at the American Shakespeare Center.  We attend a performance on Friday night and then a Saturday matinee.  On Saturday morning we will often go to one of the wineries in the area.  It’s interesting to see the difference in the vineyards from one season to another.  During the winter the vineyard looks dead; stretched out on the hillside all you see are trellises and grey, woody vines—not a hint of green.  But if you have eyes to see you realize how much power is in those gnarled vines.  Indeed, it is from these vines, anchored in the ground, that the fruit will come in spring and summer.  Without these vines there are no branches and no grapes.
Jesus is the foundation, the taproot, the vine from which everything in the Christian faith emerges.  That seems so obvious, but sometimes we act as though it is quite possible to be a Christian without giving a thought to who Jesus is, what he offers, or what he might expect from us.  But cultivating that connection is vital.

Some years ago I was hiking with one of our students who was a forestry major.  Periodically along the trail he would pull out his large knife and make a quick cut around a branch or small tree.  I finally asked him what he was doing.  “Girdling,” he said.  You folks who know more about trees than I do are well aware that just beneath the bark of a tree are two critical layers of cells:  the xylem which carries water up from the roots  and the phloem which carries the nutritional products of photosynthesis down the tree to the roots.  One of the easiest ways to kill a branch or tree is to girdle it, making a wide incision all the way around destroying those two layers.  My friend was doing a little trail maintenance, killing small branches and saplings which were in the way.  He knew he did not have to chop the tree completely down; just cutting off the water and nutrients would cause it to die and fall to the ground on its own.
This is the dynamic which Jesus is getting at in his image of vine and branches.  If you cut off the connection the branch will die.  “Abide in me;” He says, “stay connected.  I am the one who can renew and refresh you when you struggle.  I am the one who gives strength for the challenges you face.  It takes great energy to live as God call us to live, so stay close to the source.”

When our spiritual life goes stale; when our zeal flags we do well to ask ourselves, “What have I been doing to nurture the connection to the Lord?”  Attentive worship, daily devotions, reading with an eye to seeing God in the pages, intentional service in Christ’s name, a long walk which allows you to receive the beauty of creation—all of these are ways to keep the spiritual nutrients flowing into your soul.  All are ways to abide in Jesus.
Beyond abiding however, we need to focus our energy if we are to be fruitful.  Jesus says, “Every branch which bears fruit [the Father] prunes to make it bear more fruit.”  Sometimes when Gail and I are visiting those vineyards I mentioned earlier we can see workers out in the field working their way down the rows snipping off leafy branches and even some of the grapes.  As beautiful as all that green is on a hillside, the point of the vineyard is growing grapes not leaves.  Having too many leaves saps nutrients from the grapes and shades them from the sun they need to mature.  The point of pruning is to focus the energy, producing the most concentrated juice possible.
Think about your own life.  Is there stuff that could use pruning?  One of the biggest temptations for smart, gifted people (like those in this congregation) is to clutter their lives with too many appointments, too many commitments, too many things which sap energy from what is truly important.  We wear our busyness like a badge of honor, thinking, “I must be accomplishing something because I am worn out.”

In this season when we are thinking about Time and Talents at Luther Memorial, I am certainly not discouraging active service.  But I am suggesting that it is important for us to make sure our energy is going into what matters.  Whether we are talking about our job, our leisure pursuits, or yes, our time invested in the church we want to prune away the unimportant precisely so we can be more fruitful where it does matter.  For the sake of faithfulness we need to prune away that which looks attractive, like bushy leaves on a grapevine, in order to be truly focused and fruitful.
Here let me pause to offer one clarification.  When I say we want to be fruitful, I am not suggesting merely or even primarily that we need to add project upon project to our tally.  Of course we want to undertake projects like the renovation of the von Bora house, but finally the fruitfulness to which Jesus calls us is more than projects.  Fruitfulness is about a transformation in who we are in relationship to God and one another.
In our gospel Jesus calls us to abide in him.  In our second lesson the writer of I John lays out exactly what that abiding looks like, “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them…those who say ‘I love God’ and hate their brothers and sisters, are liars.”  Fruitfulness is not about how many accomplishments we put on the resume, no matter how noble they may be; it is about growing in love for god and neighbor.  If we do that, the projects and accomplishments will come on their own.

And that is important to remember when we get discouraged.  We try to be faithful, but sometimes it seems like our best efforts go for naught:  a relationship stubbornly refuses to get better, others fail to catch the enthusiasm that our idea inspires in us, our hard work goes unappreciated on the job or in the church, our desire to be a person of peace fails to pull the poison from another’s heart.  
Here another element of the vineyard image is helpful.  Vineyards are long term investments.  When you plant a vine it is usually five years or more before you get wine and some of the best wines proclaim on their label “from old growth vines.”  If God is the owner of the vineyard, as he is in Jesus allegory, it says that God is in it for the long haul.  What God wants from us is not instant success but follow through—slow, steady maturation.  
In today’s lesson there is an element of warning, words that speak of unproductive branches being cut off and cast aside, but the central image speaks of a God who patiently nurtures, prunes, and guides the plant so that it can be fruitful.  The promise of the gospel is that that God will not abandon us, but desires our health and growth.  That is why Jesus is so insistent on the importance of staying connected to him.  Discipleship is a marathon not a sprint and we need daily spiritual hydration and nurture to thrive.
As individuals and as a congregation there are questions we do well to ask:

· In what ways are we nurturing the connection to Jesus the vine?

· What is it that we need to prune away so that love can grow?

· How can we abide with Jesus daily and thus become more fruitful?
We need to ask those questions, but ultimately it is not about trying harder, it is about allowing ourselves to be transformed by God’s love.  Meister Eckhard, a medieval mystic, observed that the plum tree brings forth plums not as an act of will but because it is its nature to do so.  Abiding in Jesus does not mean obsessing about our failures to be fruitful and beating up on ourselves.  Rather, abiding in him means that Jesus’ life and witness so dominate the way we live in the world, so energize every action and guide every thought, that we bear the fruits of love, justice, and mercy as naturally as a plum tree produces plums.  When we abide, the fruits will come in God’s good time.
