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May 10th 2009  “Pruning”
1 Peter 3:8-13; John 15:1-8


Pastor Aaron Doll

15:1 "I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower.

15:2 He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit.

15:3 You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you.

15:4 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.

15:5 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.

15:6 Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned.

15:7 If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.

15:8 My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples.

The coolest thing happened for me this past weekend while I was away.  I had communion at my parent's church in West Seneca, and there was a man present who was a former youth leader there when I was in grade school.  

What was significant about this is that the last time I shared the communion meal with Bill, it was in the Attica State penitentiary about 13 years ago.  It was a shock and a great loss to that congregation to have such an active member convicted of murder.

  And this isn't some magical, phantasmal story of the huge good that has come about in his life or the life of the congregation.  But Bill has served his time.  He's back in church, helping out the maintenance committee and singing in the choir.  

In the context of the Gospel of John's verse about vineyards, you might say that Bill was pruned away from that congregation, and while many members of the church never lost touch with him on his long journey through the NY penal system, now a generation later, Bill has been grafted back in renewed membership.  

It's hard, living this close to the New York State lake country, not to take some interest in wine: Only a short drive from Rochester and one can be surrounded everywhere by vineyards, especially in the summer. Row upon row of vines cross hill upon hill, above the finger lakes.

At least, that's in the summer. Because one is also struck at the end of the growing season by how, once the vines are pruned, the land returns to its brown, dusty look as the verdant branches, now empty of all grapes, are cut away, pruned back to almost nothing. Its possible that you have never seen the vineyards like this – because its not the season for tourists – but the vines have a season of inactivity.  

A pruned vine... from 5 to 6 foot tall, sprawling plants, full of branches and leaves, one is left with a measly 1 or 2 foot trunk that looks as if it will never again produce anything. But, wonder of wonders, next year, the growth is back: branches, leaves, 

and the most incredible thing..., full, grapes almost pulling the branches to the ground with the weight of the juice in them. 

And after all, that is what one is after: a vineyard is not about trunks, or even branches, but about grapes. But, if you didn't have the trunk or the branches you wouldn't have the grapes. The branches must be firmly fixed to the trunk so that the life-giving sap can flow through from the trunk. 

The branches cannot be twisted or broken or diseased: if they are, they must be cut off so as not to impede the growth of the healthy branches. 

If a branch is grafted on to the trunk, it must "take"; if it doesn't it needs to be cut off and another grafted on to replace it.

But even those branches that do bear fruit need to be pruned. Healthy branches need to be cut back so that by the next year, new branches can bear as good a quality of fruit as this year. 

In fact, as I understand it, 80 - 90% of new growth branches are removed at the end of a vine's growing season.   Why? Because if the branches are not pruned the following may happen: 

(1) next year's fruit will be diminished in quality, or

(2) subsequent branches will be less hearty, or 

(3) the vine itself will be endangered and possibly even die. For the sake of the production of grapes, the branches have to be cut back.

But, they will return. The branches that appear in subsequent years will bear new grapes, if possible even better than the year before; but they do so because the trunk is healthy and life-giving to the branches, producing fruit. A fine wine can only be produced from the best grapes, produced by new, hearty branches, of a solid, healthy trunk.

I think that I have at least most of the details correct. But, you all have not come together like some Association of Wine Growers to hear me talk about the key ingredients for a fine wine. 

You have come together to hear me tell you why Jesus uses this picture to talk to us about our life together in Christ. 

THE VINE

The people who heard Jesus address them about the vine were people of that Mediterranean region who not only knew vines very well but also thought of themselves already in terms of vineyard language. 

In one of the most memorable passages in the whole of the OT, Isaiah echoes God's words about Israel as a vineyard and about the people of Israel as vine trunks: 

Isaiah 5.1-2: "Let me sing for my beloved a love song concerning his vineyard: My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill. He digged it and cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice vines; he built a watchtower in the midst of it, and hewed out a wine vat in it; and he looked for it to yield grapes." 

In the subsequent centuries, the teachers of Israel drilled into the people of Israel the notion: we are the vineyard of God and each of us is the trunk whence life comes.

When Jesus speaks to his followers, following his last supper of bread and wine, he radically undermines this picture by telling his followers: You are not the vine; I am the vine. 

It is the same way that he spoke to Jewish followers about bread (" I am the bread of heaven", not the bread that Moses gave your fathers) 

or about being their shepherd ("I am the good shepherd", not those who come pretending to be). 

There is a way in which the history of Israel has prepared the people to receive this Jesus who now speaks to them, who is the very one who is the trunk of the vine from which they have drawn life throughout their history, and at various times have confused themselves with being him!

What is the result? What is the fruit that is equivalent to marvelous grapes that can create the finest wine? In Mediterranean cultures, grapes have only one end: to be made into wine. 

And wine, as Scripture teaches us, is not for drunkenness and oblivion -- which is a perversion of its use -- but to make glad the heart of people. 

Our fruits, meaning our words and deeds, bring glory to God because they make glad the world, they bring joy to the world. 

Not necessarily humor, or entertainment: but JOY, that profound sense of knowing the truth that is even expressed by the old adage "in vino veritas": truth is found in the wine! 

Why? Because God so loved the world that he wanted the world to live and to live abundantly and the world lives and rejoices in its life when it lives within the truth. That is the intent of the fruit that the branches produce.  The Joy of True Being.

Jesus is very forthright about those branches that do not produce such fruit, who sadden the world and who create death where they go: they are dead and will be cut off and thrown away.

· 15:2 Every branch of mine that bears no fruit, he takes away 

· 15:6 If a man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire and burned. 

You may say: "this is very harsh", but the vinedresser knows that branches that do not contribute to growth do nothing; they are already dead. It is not harsh: it just means recognizing what is alive and what is dead and removing the dead so that the living can get on with life.

We still find this very threatening however.  Because it is analogous, we look around at ourselves or our congregation, or the wider Church and we know there is some kind of painful truth going on here.   

There are churches that have attempted to carry branches that need to be pruned and that have been in that state for years. And those in charge of the vineyard have done nothing about it. 

It is now coming back to eat away at the vineyard.  

Am I talking about members, or programs or organizational structures when I talk about these overgrown branches?  Maybe yes and maybe no. Parables are not meant to be specific, remember... they simply stir up our context and let the truth of our own situations rise to the surface.

PRUNING

Maybe in this image of pruning however we can find our good news?   Fruit can only be produced through pruning. 

What I say here is not addressed to the dead branches -- which cannot hear -- but to the living -- who can. After having harvested the fruit of the vine, there comes a time when the vinedresser must cut back the branches in order for there to be growth in a coming season. And remember: 80-90% of new growth is pruned away at the end of the growing season.

This is probably the most difficult part of this analogy that Jesus makes between his followers and the living, fruit-bearing branches of the vine. They must be cut back or (even removed completely) so that the vine can continue to produce that fruit that will gladden the hearts of men and women in future days.

Now, if it were left up to the branches, I don't think that this would happen. Most branches that I know of do not have it in their make-up to prune themselves. 

Most people fight against change when it is forced on them. But, the vinedresser knows that unless the new growth is cut back, more growth will not ensue. 

He knows that by cutting off those branches, the vine will come back stronger each year, with more new branches and more new fruit to gladden the hearts of men and women.

Pruning is something that only a vinedresser can do 

and one hopes, that the vinedresser will do a good job. 

In the case of the vineyard we are speaking about, God is the vinedresser and, though you may not like what the vinedresser does, you can be assured that God does it for a purpose...

 and that purpose is the continued production of a wine that will gladden all of creation.

This has been the story of the church throughout its history as martyrs have provided the seed for the new growth of coming generations. This does not always mean death; in some cases it means very difficult circumstances, a financial crunch, a move of some beloved members, an accident, an illness, a personal loss. Pruning takes many forms, none of them ever easy.

But, do not fear the work of the vine-dresser. It is the work of  Godself, who knows what creation needs. 

It is God who did not even spare his own son.  Who, when the pruning comes stands stripped of almost all its branches, naked and humbled in the midst of the field. 

The power of God appears in Jesus as a humbled and stripped vine, only flourishing through the branches of the disciples bearing fruit. The pruning thus does not leave God's own self untouched: in fact, the pruning leaves God in this world a laughing stock. 

People say: "look at that trunk. It's nothing. It will never produce again." Look at the church, its declining, faltering, irrelevant.  And if that is true, then the vinedresser is doing important work.  And our lives, or the life of the church can only become more faithful and more Joyful.  Do not fear; rather, ask God for abundant fruits, and then go forth and bring joy to the world, a world that God so loves.

