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Easter V – May 2, 2021
1 John 4:7-21; John 15:1-8
“I am the true vine”
As always (or rather almost always), Jesus is speaking in terms which his apostles and other listeners would readily understand. The Judea and Galilee of his day was a grape and olive growing country. Everyone understood about vines, their growth cycles, their need for pruning and so on. They knew that after the rigours of the fruit-bearing season, vines must be cut back to the bare stumps so they can “hibernate” for the winter.
As with any plant, the branches are totally dependent on the main trunk of the vine for nourishment and life; while a vine without branches, or with very few branches, will still live but won’t be very productive, if at all, a branch which is not firmly attached to the vine will wither and die.

This takes me back to a rose bush which grew in front of the living room window of my grandparents’ bungalow. It was a really healthy bush, with bright scarlet roses, and my grandfather always looked for the first one to bloom. But, there was one branch that was off to one side, a bit different in shape, but still attached and still alive. Of course, there was talk of pruning it off to keep the nice shape of the bush, but there was a bud on it, so it was left alone. When that bud became a blossom, it was not scarlet like the others, but a deep crimson, almost black in colour. Different, yes, but it was still a rose! It was not all it could be – or should be – but it wasn’t fruitless either.

This is what Jesus means by this parable. If we are not firmly attached to him as the true vine – if we do not abide in him, he cannot abide in us, he cannot nourish us and enable us to be fruitful.  He quite clearly tells us that “apart from me you can do nothing” – he doesn’t say “you can’t do much”, he says “you can do nothing”.

Just as the branches of the vine depend on the main trunk for their nourishment and life, so we depend on Jesus for our divine life and spiritual food. If we are not in touch, or only occasionally in touch, with Jesus, we will not receive that nourishment and we will not be truly fruitful. We may be able to do something, but it won’t be anything like what we can do with a solid, unshakeable connection.
But there is another connection here as well: the central trunk of a vine serves as the connection between all the branches, and we as Christians are connected to each other in the same way, through Jesus, forming a community of love.  A personal, individual relationship with Jesus is simply not enough if we do not bear fruit by reaching out to all those with whom we come into contact, taking seriously our obligation to look after them, care for them and respect them.

Jesus talks about the vine-grower pruning the vines to make them bear more fruit.  That means cutting away the dead wood and the fruitless branches which are draining the sustenance from the main plant.  And we as Christians need to undergo this pruning as well: what is the dead wood in our lives which drains our energy and produces no good fruit?  Are we willing, under God’s guidance, to prune away that stuff so we can concentrate our energies on what we really should be doing as committed Christians?

But we need to remember also that pruning does not just involve cutting: it involves whatever will make for more fruitfulness. In the case of Christians, that can mean encouragement, love, support, all the things which enable people to live in closer communion with God and with other people.

We live in a very individualistic society, each one mostly looking out for his or her own interests before anything else.  Jesus counters this with a very organic image.  As we kneel at the altar rail, receiving the bread from the same hands, the wine from the same cup, we come to realize that we are essentially an organism rather than merely an organization. We are a living, evolving community, interconnected in special ways. We are the many branches of the One True Vine.

But this only works in the context of an ongoing relationship with God in Christ.  Our gospel passage calls on us to abide in Jesus five times, and for Jesus and his Word to abide in us three times.  This is emphatically not a one-off, this is a permanent and ongoing relationship.  If we are prepared to abide in Jesus, to give him quality time in our lives, we will without any doubt benefit from his grace, peace and love in our lives.  And the measure of our fruitfulness is how we share that grace, peace and love with those around us, so that they may have the opportunity to know the same abiding relationship with Jesus.  We were not created to live our lives in isolation from God or from each other, we were created to live in communion and relationship with God and with each other.
The letter of John which we read underlines this “togetherness” of vine and branches.  He shows us very clearly that things go together, that we aren’t faced with either/or choices. Faith and works, belief and obedience, union with God and love for our brothers and sisters are all things which our human minds tend to separate into either/or choices.  In fact, all of them are both/and situations.  What we believe and how we live are inextricably intertwined: we can all think of people we have known who profess to be Christians but looking at how they live it is very difficult to find proof of their claim!  If we believe in something, it will unavoidably have an influence on how we live.  And we cannot possibly profess to love God and not love our brothers and sisters, in the broadest sense of those words. I am always reminded of the old saying, “What you do shouts so loudly that I cannot hear what you say.”

We all need to take time to examine our lives and see whether we can in fact be called authentic branches of the One True Vine.
