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 Last week I was privileged to take a week of vacation. I spent my week in New York City, 

staying in a tiny apartment about 100 steps from Central Park. Most days I ate genuine New York 

bagels for breakfast, then spent the day reading books, going to museums and walking through Central 

Park. Kathy and I didn’t plan our vacation as any sort of solitary retreat. We were surrounded by 

thousands of people, especially as we walked through Central Park each day. But I did take a break 

from reading or listening to the news most days. 

 I shouldn’t have been surprised, but as I returned to Syracuse on Friday I was a bit dismayed. 

Several of my neighbors’ lawns have sprouted, not flowers, but yard signs giving orders to the mayor 

in fairly harsh terms. Something on the order of, “Mayor Walsh, You Better Not Touch My Favorite 

Historical Monument.” Reading the news, I see that the state legislature of Texas has passed a bill with 

the clear goal of reducing access to voting. Most concerning of all is that states are starting to turn 

away shipments of the Coronavirus vaccine, because many Americans are refusing to get vaccinated to 

protect all of us from the deadliest disease we have seen in a century. 

 The good news came when I opened my study bible to read our Gospel passage for today. I have 

followed the suggestion of the author of my commentary, Gail O’Day, in reading these seventeen 

verses of chapter 15 as a single unit. Gail O’Day makes the point that the metaphor of the grape vine 

alternates with verses of direct instruction to form a single, coherent message. 

 Jesus’ image of the church as a sort of grape vine is a powerful, alternative way of looking at the 

world. Jesus offers us a positive, alternative way of being in the world. I want Jesus’ vision to be my 

vision of the world. I want Jesus’ way of being to be my way of being in the world. So I came up with 

six questions for myself as I read this passage. My answers to the questions will reveal whether, and 

how nearly, I am following Jesus’ way. 

The first question comes from the first verse: I am the true vine, and my Father is the 

vinegrower. So my first question is, what is in the center of my life? There is going to be something in 

the center of each person’s life. We can put many different things in the center. Some people have 

chosen to put NFL football in the center. Given the large number and type of bumper stickers I see on 

some vehicles it seems some people put guns in the center of their lives. Given the size of the flags they 

display, it appears some people have put the 45th President of the United States in the center of their 

lives, even after his term in office has ended. Jesus gives us an alternative: put God in the center. Make 

God’s work and God’s love the constant, unbreakable main stem in the center of your life. 

The second question comes from the second verse: God removes every branch in me that bears 

no fruit. So my second question is, am I willing to have my life be pruned to remove the deadwood? 

The deadwood is stuff that is not essential to my life. We often think of the deadwood, the clutter, in 

terms of stuff. But the most unhelpful clutter in our lives isn’t in the back of our closets, it is in the 

back of our hearts and in the back of our minds. It’s that unhelpful story we keep telling ourselves. The 

deadwood is the argument we keep having with our friends or relatives. The deadwood is the 

unproductive expectations we have for ourselves or others. The deadwood is the judgments we make of 

others, and the judgments others have made of us. So my second question is, am I willing to let God 

help me remove some of that deadwood from my life? 

The third question comes from the fifth verse: I am the vine, you are the branches. So my third 

question is, what is the nature of my connection to Christ Jesus? Jesus encourages us to think of our 

connection as organic, as growing, as inseparable. It’s not like an electrical plug, that you can plug in 

one minute and then remove the next. Jesus encourages us to be connected directly to God’s love and 

to God’s activity in the world, as branches are connected to a vine. As the branch is connected to the 



vine, this connection between us and God has to be organic. It takes time to grow a strong connection 

between the branches and the main stem. Look at a young grape vine and you will see what Jesus is 

talking about: it takes more than a week or a month or a year for the connection to become strong and 

resilient. But the connection is essential. We become directly connected to God and to one another as 

members of the Body of Christ, just as the branches are connected to the vine.  

  The fourth question comes from verse fifteen and from the image of the grape vine. In a grape 

vine there is no difference between the top branches and the bottom branches. In a grape vine, there is 

almost no hierarchy. So my fourth question is, am I willing for my contribution to be anonymous? Am 

I willing to not be specially recognized for my productivity? There is not an elaborate hierarchy in a 

grape vine. There is a single main stem. This might come as a surprise to many of my fellow priests in 

the Episcopal Church, who have a habit of attaching all sorts of extra titles, such as the Very Reverend 

and the Right Reverend to their names, but according to Jesus, all of the branches are equal in value. 

The grapes from high branches are not superior in quality or taste when compared with the grapes from 

the middle and lower parts of the vine. 

 In verse fifteen, Jesus flattens our desire for hierarchy even more, saying,  I do not call you 

servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you 

friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father. This is one of 

the most momentous verses in the New Testament, where Jesus renames the relationship between the 

master and the disciples. We are now friends. Our bosses and higher ups may lord their power over us. 

Jesus refuses to play that game. In a world full of hierarchies and power plays, Jesus offer us an 

alternative way of being. One of the characteristics of Jesus’ way is the flattening of the hierarchies 

people create. The question is, are we willing for our contributions to the effort to be anonymous? Are 

we willing to set aside our special honors, our privileged status and titles?  

The fifth question comes from the twelfth verse: This is my commandment, that you love one 

another as I have loved you. So my fifth question is, am I cultivating the kind of love that God has 

given me in my life? This question is like the first. Just as everyone has something in the center of their 

life, everyone is cultivating something in their life. The question is, what are we cultivating? Jesus 

encourages us to cultivate love, especially the kind of love God has given us. Each one of us can do 

this. Each person can cultivate love; all that is required is for us to pay attention to what we are 

cultivating in each of our relationships. 

The sixth question comes from the sixteenth verse: I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit 

that will last. So my sixth question is, am I bearing fruit that will last? There is no easy answer to this 

question. I really do not know whether I am bearing fruit that will last. But I ask myself the question, 

am I bearing fruit that will last? God who creates us and loves us will be our only judge. 

 If you are like me, you might find yourself exhausted at times by ways people talk to one 

another and act toward one another. Jesus offers us an alternative script. Jesus’ alternative script 

doesn’t mean being unengaged with the world. Jesus was engaged, interacting with all sorts of people, 

most of the time. But Jesus alternative script gives us a different set of cues for our actions, a different 

set of words to use, a different set of questions to bring to life. Jesus encourages us to be fully 

connected, directly, organically, with God and with one another. Jesus encourages us to bear fruit as 

equal and anonymous branches in the true vine of God’s love. 


