
Easter 5 Mark the Evangelist
14/05/2006

Acts 4:5 - 12
Psalm 22
1 John 3:16 - 24
John 10:11 - 18

The vine and the branches
When the British arrived here they brought vine cuttings, seeds and livestock.  These 
ingredients ensured that within a few years they had fresh fruit, dried fruit, grain for 
bread, milk, butter and cheese, and wine for the table.  Vines played an important part in 
the life of pioneering Australia and vineyards continue to be in the news, thanks to a 
constantly improving quality of wine and an oversupply of grapes.

The vine is a particularly rich symbol.  It evokes a sense of fecundity, joy in the harvest 
and pleasure in its produce of fruit and wine.  As for us, so it was in the ancient world. 
In biblical times the vine was a familiar and rich symbol for the people of Israel.  In 
celebration of their deliverance by God from a barren place to a fruitful land the 
Psalmist wrote: 

You brought a vine out of Egypt;
you drove out the nations and planted it.
You cleared the ground for it;
it took deep root and filled the land.
The mountains were covered with its shade,
the mighty cedars with its branches;
it sent out its branches to the Sea
and its shoots to the River. (Ps 80:8-11).

In faithfulness to God, the community blossomed and grew.  At a different time the vine 
did not fulfil its promise and the prophet Isaiah wrote:

My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill.
He dug 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;
he expected it to yield grapes,
but it yielded wild fruit.  (5: 1b-2).
 
John’s Gospel employs the image of the vine as a parable for the church.  When Jesus 
says, “I AM the true vine and my Father is the vine grower”, I AM speaks of the 
creative action of God who has, in Jesus, planted a new vine on the earth.  God is at 
work, and the purpose is to create a thriving community centred on Christ.  It is vital 
that the link between the branches and the vine stays strong and life giving.  The 
purpose is fruitfulness and the vinedresser will protect this goal by dressing and 
pruning.  There are verses here which make us wince.  St Paul is often thought of as a 
severe New Testament writer.  He speaks of the church as a body, but he never suggests 
amputation of dysfunctional limbs.  But John does.  What does it mean that lifeless 
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branches are cut off and thrown into the fire, and fruitful branches are pruned?  The idea 
that we could be cut off from God must surely strike fear into our hearts.  

In the history of the church there have been different views about whether a person can 
ever be lost to God.  For Calvinists, who believed in the perseverance of the saints - the 
idea that the saved can never be lost - there was a problem about dead wood being cut 
out.  John Wesley, on the other hand, took the text to mean that it is possible to fall from 
grace.  One must always keep a focus, and appeal to others in the church to help with 
that discipline.  The poet and Hymn writer, William Cowper, was a troubled soul who 
came to believe God had cast him off.  You can see his struggle in Hymn 576 where he 
longs for the return of his early love for Christ and prays: “Return O Holy Dove, return, 
sweet messenger of rest.”  The Puritan divine, Richard Baxter had clear advice for such 
troubled souls which may still be useful in pastoral ministry.

A melancholy person can think of nothing with confidence and comfort: there is nothing 
but trouble, confusion, fears and despair in his apprehension.  He still seems to himself 
undone and hopeless.  A person, naturally timorous, cannot choose but fear, even if you 
should show him the clearest reasons of assurance.  But God will not impute our 
diseased misery to us as our damning sin.  (Obedient Patience 1683)

Whereas our neuroses lead us to concentrate on ourselves, even there we are subject to 
God’s gracious, everlasting love.  Rather than concentrate on what it means to be cut 
off, there is more to be gained by thinking about what it means to be connected.

The vine is meant to have branches that bear fruit in the world.  Such fruit comes from 
knowing the mutual love that exists between God and Jesus Christ.  This is revealing 
love.  It shows that in loving one of us, the Father loves the world, and in this love we 
can rest.  The revelation of this love is not a call to concentrate on our relationship, but 
on Christ, whose relationship with God is one of life-giving love.  All life in the 
Christian community arises from this love, which is the enabling power behind any 
impact the Christian community makes on the world.  As John describes it, we have no 
mission of our own.  Mission arises from sharing in what God has done and is doing in 
the world through Jesus Christ.  We participate by joining him, just as Philip did in 
Acts.  So did the Ethiopian Eunuch.  He learned that the ancient vision of the Suffering 
Servant of the Lord was fulfilled in Jesus Christ and responded in faith and Baptism. 
These two chose to receive the gift of Christ.  To join him in the life-giving intimacy 
with God which he shares.  St Cyril of Alexandria said: Union with the vine is a union 
of will and intention.  The vine’s union with us is a union of love and affection.

How can we explain what it means to abide in Christ as a branch abides in a vine?  To 
change the terminology, what does it mean to live a life of indwelling Christ?  It means 
to be joined with him in Baptism, as was the Ethiopian Eunuch, and to take Christ as 
our focus.  The Rule of St Benedict says; prefer nothing before Christ.  This play on the 
wording of the first Commandment challenges us to make Christ our primary point of 
reference.  Jesus Christ is regarded by Christians as the embodiment of God’s self-
communication with the world.  His words and deeds are the source of knowing who 
God is, and what the will of God is for us.  Prefer nothing to Christ is an orientation to 
take up, a priority to express, and a direction to go in as we live our life.

Abiding in Christ means living within the story that he represents, through participation 
in the word and sacraments.  That means reading this story, reflecting on it, praying 
over it, and developing an ever-deepening appreciation of who Christ is for us, and what 
it meant that he called God Father.  We are talking about the practice of disciplines: 
bible reading, study and reflection, prayer and worship, and being fed in the sacraments. 
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The disciplines ground the orientation of preferring nothing to Christ in regular 
practices, which keep us on the path of discipleship.  There is a sort of a pun here.  The 
word disciple means “learner”, and the disciplines are intended to keep the disciples, the 
branches, in a healthy connection with the vine.  

A few weeks ago I quoted a person who, after attending a recent church growth 
conference wrote, “a church without mission is a friendship group, nothing more.”  It is 
also true that a mission that is not centred on Christ is merely a human work.  Having 
lost contact with its life source, embodying the Father’s love for the world as revealed 
in Jesus Christ is unlikely to be an outcome.

The vine is a particularly rich symbol.  It does evoke a sense of fecundity, joy in the 
harvest and pleasure in its produce of fruit and wine.  The image is used here with all 
this in mind because, in planting Jesus Christ in the world, God’s will is to join us to his 
offer of fullness of life.  Here a good thing is set forth for us to share.  Compared to this 
dead wood has nothing to offer.  And even pruning to increase fruitfulness can only 
mean greater life and joy.   Thanks be to God! 
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