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Songs have been written based on this passage, works of art, poetry, pros…..it is perhaps one of the best loved Scriptures of the New Testament.  We have all heard it.  We all know what it means.  Or so I thought.  Then I went researching it for this morning’s sermon.  Listen to what one Biblical Scholar says about what I thought was a very obvious, clear cut, simple passage with beautiful imagery…….

“There is nothing for it but to throw oneself bodily into this unfathomable parable, to feel one’s feet plucked from beneath one, and oneself swept helplessly far out into great waters, with mighty billows breaking over one, and on all sides,  farther than human eyes can see;  to be made to take it in that this wonderful gospel of ours is not a measurable thing that we can take into these little hands of ours and say,  “This is the length of it, and this the breadth of it; and I have looked over it and under it and on all sides of it, and that is all there is to say about it”; that it is not a shallow pond around which we can stroll, but that there are the surgings of eternity in it, and deep calling to deep!  Here every verse arrests us, and every phrase calls to us to pause and consider, and almost every word offers us more than we can carry away.  “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser….You are the branches….”. 


Wow….swept helplessly far out into great waters, mighty billows breaking over one, not a measurable thing…..every verse and every word causing us to stop and consider……?  Is he referring to this lovely pastoral scene about vines and branches, and bearing fruit? We know this passage well?  What is so unfathomable about any of this?


Again and again, I encourage you to always read your Bible with the aid of a commentary, the work of Biblical scholars who often have devoted their entire lives to understanding what the text means. Go on line and read what insight people who have spent a lifetime researching a particular passage have to offer.  Stories as familiar as The Prodigal Son, or The Good Samaritan are filled with cultural, social, political, economic, and geographical significance which we would not necessarily know.  Often these details make all the difference to an accurate reading and understanding of the text.

Based on the opening words of this Biblical Scholar that I quoted, let’s have a good look at this passage and try to discover something of  the depth within


Contemporary theologian Herb O’Driscoll calls this an immensely profound statement about life and about God, presented in a single vivid image….vine and branches.  Common, everyday surroundings to illustrate a profound mystery.


Let’s look at the illustration first.

The vine does everything for the branches….it is like the trunk of the tree.  It draws the sap from the earth and passes it to the needy branches.  It is the vine that enables them to hold on, in order that they might get more nourishment and grow and flourish.  Apart from the vine, the branches are mere withering sticks, soon ready to be burned.  But “I”,  says Christ,  “can make you green and living things, heavy with fruitfulness, laden with usefulness toward God and toward one another.” 

I am the Vine        My Father is the Vinedresser    You are the Branches

So WE  are the branches attached to the vine. Christ is the vine. God is the vinedresser…..the one who is above all of this.  That is the image.  That is the metaphor.  


We are to be green and alive, abundant with fruitfulness, laden with usefulness toward God and humanity.  This Scripture says that when we stay connected to Christ, we can fulfill that calling, that mission.  I asked a retired theology professor one time, as I ministered to him, what is your favorite passage…..I wanted to comfort him by reading it to him and finding out why that particular passage was so meaningful to him.  This was his response,  “It is not so much a passage as it is just a phrase….In Christ….In Christ…..apart  from Christ I can do nothing.  Dwelling In Christ, staying  connected to Christ, I can do all things.”  The vine….the branches.   Christ is the vine.  We are the branches of that vine.  God’s call to us, the call of the Vinedresser,  the Master of the Vineyard,  is to continue the journey of becoming the people he has created and called us to be, and in the process, take care of one another….with kindness, and patience, and generosity.  Right now….this very minute….that sounds so right and so attainable, and so worthy.

But then we leave this place, and we get back out into the world, with impatient drivers, and cashiers who could care less that we are giving them our hard earned money, and telemarketers with attitude, and friends who let us down, and children who disobey, and teachers who fail to recognize how special our little darling is……and on and on it goes…and our spirit weakens…our resolve to be the wonderful, unique, godly person that we have been created to be weakens and limps into the sunset.  And once again, we have failed.


One of two things happens when the branch loses its connection to the vine.   The first is complacency.  Have you stepped onto one of those moving sidewalks they have in some airports.  All you have to do is stand there and life passes you by.  No effort on your part, but things keep moving - just passing  us by as we smile and wave, not invested, not engaged….just a tourist in life.  Complacency.  I don’t really care.  I am moving along using as little energy as possible.  Sometimes we feel that the world seems to win and we assume a posture and attitude of complacency….apathy.  Oh well!

The other thing that can happen when we walk out these doors and when we start to disconnect from the vine is this- we grab the reins of life and presume that we are in control.  As the branch, we believe we can bear fruit on our own terms.  What is that old Vine to us!  We get all independent and self-sufficient. No one is the boss of us!  We are strong and wise and so capable.  We don’t need any help, not even God’s.  Faced with any problem, given a little time, we believe that we can solve anything.  One scholar writes mockingly,  “Have we not harnessed the lightning, gained a new empire in the air and another underneath the sea; are we not eliminating space and dragging nature’s jealously guarded secrets into the light of common day?  A Saviour?  A Saviour from what?  What is there that we cannot do on our own?

There are some that say that religion is a useless irrelevance.  You and I both know people like  that.  So many people have no religion, no faith, and feel no need for it.  Even those who identify as men and women of faith have a great tendency to trust more in their own selves and less in the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Remember that little man Zacchaeus?  Christ asked Zacchaeus if he might stay with him one night.  The crowd of holy people were outraged.  But Zacchaeus, so aware of his own unworthiness as a corrupt tax collector, but also so aware of his desire to connect with the vine of life,  has a conversion experience.  “I am done with it”, he declares,  “the cheating, the lying, my reliance on wealth and fraudulent misuse of power.  I see clearly that if I am going to be your friend, I need to make good for all the harm I have done to others, all the hurt and the hardship I have caused.  From this time forward, I am going to do the right thing.”


There is this word that I remember as being very profound a number of times in my life.  It is the word SURRENDER.  It is a psychological, emotional, and spiritual act.  The branch surrendering  to the vine….to its will and to its way.  Surrender is a time of declaration and a time of liberation.  It takes tremendous courage to surrender.  To let go of the reins and let God take over.  When we truly surrender our lives and commit them to being the branch, no longer is complacency and apathy an option.   No longer is relentless self-reliance and fighting for control necessary or acceptable.

Surrender.  Surrendering  to Love.  Surrendering to Justice and Mercy, and Grace.  Surrendering to travel the path already laid out for you.  The one to which you have already been invited to follow, so many times before in so many different ways.  Surrendering to travelling that path never alone.  Connected to, and conscious of that eternal connection to the True  Vine.  The life -source.      

 Jesus says,  “I am the vine.  You are the branches.  My Father is the Vinedresser. Aide in me and I in you.  When you abide in me, you will bear much fruit.  Apart from me, you can do nothing.  Abide in me and you can do all things. ”

May God give you the desire to surrender, the desire to commit and recommit to the Vine in ways you have never known - that you might be blessed.  

Amen
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