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You know <warmly> that feeling you get when in the spring you are in 

your garden planting your plants with the cool, moist dirt squeezing 

between your fingers and the joy from the serenity of being there and 

picturing the flowers and plants blooming as the weeks go by and 

being awestruck at the life from the earth that you help nurture?  

You know that feeling?  Well, I don’t.  With my degrees in physics and 

electrical engineering you might be shocked that I have no interest in 

performing gardening, farming, forestry—basically anything that 

involves, y’know, dealing with living stuff.  Hard to believe I worked 

at a garden and irrigation center for two summers in college. 

Don’t get me wrong—I respect deeply and am very grateful for those who 

do.  It’s just not my cup of tea (even though I am a bit of a tea 

aficionado.) 

  My mother, Rose, though loves gardening.  Flowers, vegetables, the whole 

thing.  In fact, my opening question to you about having that feeling 

with gardening is pretty much what she asked me once.  And she was 

a bit crestfallen when she heard my answer, “Nope.”  Not to worry, 

though—I’m still her favorite oldest son. 

  When I was growing up we did have bush by her name and I do remember 

her pruning that rose bush so that it could grow to produce flowers.  

It seemed a bit odd to cut a plant so it could grow better, but it was to 

cut out the dead parts and also so that the energy of the plant could 

go into flowering and not just making more woody bush. 

Interestingly, the word prune might be derived from the Latin word for 

“propagate.”  You have to cut back to grow forward. 
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This past year of the pandemic forced all of us to prune things from our 

lives whether we wanted to or not.  And, generally, not in a way we 

liked.  

But it has forced us to consider what is important and where should we 

focus our energies; to see where, like a growing flowerless, woody 

branch, we were doing things that took up our time, but did not let us 

flourish.  

Today’s gospel lesson somewhat along the same lines. 

As part of a continuing part of Jesus’ long multi-chapter final discourse to 

his disciples, this week’s passage shifts the analogy and metaphor 

from Jesus as the Good Shepherd to Jesus as the “true vine.” 

Jesus’ listeners would have recognized his reference to a vineyard from the 

scriptures, particularly Isaiah where Israel is likened to a vine, both 

good and bad, with God as the vine grower. 

Thus, Jesus is saying he is *the* link, the connection to God and so 

everyone connected to him, the “branches”, are connected to God. 

And so, again, we have this idea of connectedness.  We are all connected to 

each other through Christ.  And we connect to Christ by *abiding* in 

him.  That is, by remaining in him, residing in him.  Not hooking up 

one a week or so in church or allowing the frenetic activity in our lives 

to push him out, but abiding in him, having the steadiness to stay in 

place, maintaining connectiveness—24x7, through good times and 

bad, through the excitement and the mundane.   

Being connected to Christ and to each other doesn’t mean it will always be 

fun.  God will still be pruning us, but it is to help us cut off things we 

should stop doing so we can bear fruit in things God wants us to do. 
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The same Greek word is used in this passage means both “prune” and 

“cleanse.”  Thus, we are made clean by pruning. Which, as hard as 

that may sometimes, it’s better than being “removed” (a related Greek 

word to “prune”), then burned in the fire. 

But what does it mean to “bear fruit”?   

Well, we see in today’s passage from Acts it includes spreading the good 

news of Jesus Christ—evangelizing—as Philip the evangelist (not to be 

confused with Philip the disciple) connects with and ultimately 

baptizes an Ethiopian eunuch.   

As I’ve discussed in the past, by reading the scriptures and going to 

Jerusalem he appears to be a convert to Judaism. But it wasn’t being 

a foreigner or a black man that would have kept him out of the 

Temple.  It would have been because he had been physically made 

sexually impotent.  He was a nonman, neither male nor female, since 

he could neither father or bear a child.   

And yet, Philip, who was officially one of the first seven deacons, acts more 

like an apostle than one of the Disciples, witnesses to this man he just 

met on the road.  The race, nationality, or sexual identity of the 

person did not seem to matter to him. Here was a human being who 

heard the good news about Jesus, was compelled to become part of 

the group, and requested baptism.  And Philip said, “Sure.  Let’s do 

it.” 

This story alone should have set the criteria—I’m sorry, “criterion”—for who 

can be baptized into the church.  Namely, anyone who sincerely and 

with commitment wants to join the community of Christ followers.  
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That’s it. That’s the criterion.  Being black, a foreigner, or sexually 

ambiguous never came into play—in this story.  That's the whole story 

of the Book of Acts—that God's grace is wildly inclusive.  

Unfortunately, over the centuries we have built up a lot of 

exclusionary doctrine—doctrine that needs continued pruning.   

Because the fundamental message is: God is Love.  This is a repeat a bit 

from lectionary passages the past couple of weeks from 1 John, but we 

need to hear it because we don’t always seem to really get it. 

1 John emphasizes that God’s love is not some abstract concept. It is 

passion expressed in action. God made love real and present by 

sending Jesus to live among us and to die for us.   

So if Jesus shows us what God’s love is like, then there can be no doubt how 

far our love for others must extend: to every single human being. 

 God's love reaches its intended goal only when it creates a community of 

continuing love, when it becomes "God's love among us." 

But as 20th century clergyman William Sloane Coffin said, “The opposite of 

love is not hate; the opposite of love is fear.”  And it is fear that we 

have to overcome. 

Much of the anger and fear that erupts within the church under the banner 

of loving God and defending God's truth often seems to grow instead 

from love of self and of the power that comes from winning the 

argument, even at the expense of the church's unity in love. The 

gospel of God's love for us in the Son sets us free from such loveless 

and fearful pursuits. 
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How are we to create and extend this community of continuing love?  We 

can start by seeing and acknowledging the people who are suffering 

and seek ways to address the fundamental problem. 

There are too many examples in the news these days, but the one that got to 

me the most looked like my 8-year-old grandson <slide of 10-year old 

Wilton Gutiérrez of Nicaragua alone on the Mexican-American 

border>.   

I’m not going to begin suggest a solution to this very complex problem or 

comment on the politics of it, but we do need to recognize that there 

are human beings suffering that are just as much a part of God’s 

family as you and me and we need to find ways to branch out <slide> 

and help them. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


