
 John 15, Vine and Branches,  May 2, 2021 

 Throughout this winter and early spring, I was very aware of a red begonia plant 

living in my sunroom at home that desperately needed pruning; it was a mass of tangled 

branches, tendrils and blossoms, spreading out everywhere well beyond the pot.  But I 

had a heck of a time convincing myself to cut it back, because there were sweet little 

blossoms on the end of some of those long, bare branches.  I’ve always had a much easier 

time encouraging growth than regulating or managing it.  But about a week ago, I finally 

reached the breaking point and cut it back.  What a vast improvement!  Even though I lost 

about ½ of the plant’s volume and immediate blossoms, the plant itself seemed to give a 

huge, happy sigh of relief when I was done. While pruning and training can feel like a 

temporarily destructive action, they are absolutely essential for long term health, 

productivity, and beauty for any plant.  But this can be a hard lesson for some of us to 

learn. 

 Hard or not, it’s the lesson that Jesus is teaching us in our Gospel this morning.  

This lesson uses an organic, growing metaphor to describe our relationship to God and to 

each other, that of a vine.   “I am the true vine”, says Jesus, “and you are the branches.”  

It makes sense Jesus would choose this image, because vines grew everywhere in 1st C. 

Palestine.  They crept along the ground or they were trained to grow up trellises, and they 

were highly valued for the fruit they produced.  Furthermore, as you know if you’ve ever 

tried to eradicate a nuisance vine, vines tend to be persevering and rapidly spreading 

plants, quite difficult to do away with.  Not such a bad description of the kingdom of 



God, perhaps?  Tough, persevering, and rapidly spreading?  And always, the branches 

connected to the vine. 

  The role played by that life-giving connection between vine and branch is 

pretty evident.  Connected, the branch has the opportunity to thrive and bear fruit; 

disconnected, it has no such opportunities.  The spiritual parallel is also obvious; when 

we are connected to our vine, to Christ, we have the opportunity to grow in our faith and 

bear fruit.  We also have the opportunity to be in a living relationship not only with 

Christ, but with each other.  We are connected to God and each other through this 

relationship through Christ, just the branches are to the vine.  This connection is 

wonderfully expressed for us this morning, in celebration, as Elliot has been baptized into 

Christ and into our community of faith.   It’s a life -giving connection when we grow in 

the love of Jesus and in love for one another.  A further beautiful example of connection 

is the rose by our baptismal font this morning.  It was given by Joanne Alreck in memory 

of her husband, Oden, who died on May 1st several years ago.  And Elliot is the great-

great niece of Oden and Joanne Alreck.  How deeply meaningful is that?  Generations, 

life, death, new life, resurrection, all connected and tied together in the living organism of 

the Church and of God’s love for us.  

We like the first part of the teaching Jesus shares with us about the vine in our 

Gospel, the connectedness part.  But the second teaching is less likable and more 

challenging, as I mentioned earlier, that part about pruning, about cutting back.  Jesus 

tells us about God as a gardener.  We might expect to hear about God watering the vine or 

making sure it gets adequate sunshine.  Instead, we hear about how the vine grower 



prunes the vine and removes branches.  We hear about how growth is fostered by what 

you might think of as negative actions: pruning and cutting.  So, we hear more about God 

saying “No” to foster growth, than about God saying “Yes.”  In these words, Jesus tells us 

how to get a better harvest by just saying “No”, by limiting or eliminating some of the 

possibilities, by cutting back instead of randomly increasing activity without direction or 

purpose.  Interesting, isn’t it? 

  Since Jesus is obviously speaking in metaphor here, does this teaching 

mean that in order for our lives to be healthy and our faith to be growing, we may need to 

prune, to cut back, to limit, to say no?  And that if we don’t do that for ourselves, God 

may do it for us? I’m thinking that could be exactly what the text is saying, and I think 

that’s a challenging truth to accept.  Just as people like me may be reluctant to prune or 

redirect the growth of a houseplant, we may be even more reluctant to do so in our living. 

But what happens if we don’t or won’t prune, limit or redirect?  There’s not enough space 

for air to move through the plant; there’s not enough access to sunlight for all parts of the 

plant to thrive.  Leaves become diseased. Tendrils grow leggy and bare.  Fruit becomes 

sparse.  And isn’t that true for us?  We need room and space in our lives to experience the 

fresh air of God’s Spirit moving through, to find nourishing access to the sunshine of 

God’s love, to perhaps blossom and bear better fruit by doing less rather than more.  If 

this could be true, and I believe Jesus says it is,  it leaves us right here and now with a 

possibly unique opportunity related to current circumstances!   

 What do I mean?  I would suggest that the global pandemic which we have all 

lived through and are trying to figure out how to emerge from has had a definite pruning 



impact on our lives.  We have almost all done less or done differently than usual, with 

substantial limitations and cutbacks on our activities and connections.  We have figured 

out how to continue working or connecting in essential ways, but all kinds of what we 

might call extracurriculars have had to fall away.  Leaving us with the opportunity as we 

re-engage with people and activities to ask this question---should we all go back to doing 

exactly everything we did before?  Should we?  Think about it!   Or is this a chance to 

benefit from that time of pruning and limitations to do some re-directing, some 

intentional training of our lives in ways that might leave us healthier and more 

productive?   The answer may well be “yes”, because we are now more aware that 

leaving space and cutting back can be positive actions that allow air and sunshine, God’s 

Spirit and God’s love, to move through our life and find a place within us.  We have 

never emerged from a global pandemic before, and God willing, we may never do so 

again.  This is a truly unique opportunity to think carefully about the value of limits, 

space, cutting back, pruning, redirecting, training as we re-engage.  This could mean 

cutting back on unhealthy relationships, on too much mindless activity, on self-

destructive habits or behaviors. Where would we benefit from pruning and redirecting?  

We need to ask this of ourselves individually. I also think we need to ask this of ourselves 

collectively, whether as a corporation, as a nation---or as a congregation.  This is a 

chance to cut away some excess and focus and redirect on what matters.  No one knows 

what the new “normal” is going to look like.  We have a chance to shape that, with Holy 

Spirit guidance, for ourselves--individually and congregationally.  God is gifting us with 

challenge and opportunity together right now!  



 Let me be clear—I am all for re-engaging and for branching out from where 

we’ve been this past year!  Vines reach out and are interdependent; we aren’t called by 

God to simply stay put and stagnate.  Growth happens when we branch out; flowers and 

fruit happen when we experience air and sunlight.  All of which leads us to the calling we 

hear about in this text:  to bear fruit.  That’s what vine branches do---they bear fruit.  Fruit 

that is sweet, nutritious, and brings delight.  We are invited and called to do likewise.  

There is an organic quality to this calling:  the branch that is connected to the well-tended 

vine does naturally bear fruit.  As do we.  Quite naturally, as we remain connected with 

our Lord and with each other, we bear fruit.  That’s how the process works.  We share our 

gifts.  We grow in love.  Generosity is born within us and flows outward.  We bear fruit to 

God’s glory and our neighbor’s good.  That’s how life and growth work in the Kingdom 

of God.  “I am the true vine and you are the branches”, Jesus tells us.  It’s a promise, a 

challenge, and an opportunity to live this out, especially in our particular and unique 

circumstances right now.  May God’s Spirit bless and guide us as we do so!  Amen.    

  


