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Easter 5 (B)
Abiding in the Vinegrower

Acts 8:26-40; Psalm 22:24-30; 1 John 4:7-21; John 15:1-8
2 May 2021

Last week, we heard Jesus proclaim: “I am the Good Shepherd. . . . The
Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”

Contained in this morning’s Gospel is another of Jesus’ great “I AM”
statements. This morning, Jesus says to his disciples – says to us: “I am
the true vine. . . . Abide in me, as I abide in you.”

This Gospel today reminds us – the branches - to whom we belong – the
true vine and the vinegrower. And these lessons call us into a new and
wonderful way of living – a way that welcomes the other; a way that is not
done alone, but in community; a way that begins and ends with love.
“Everyone who loves is born of God, and knows God” the epistle writer tells
us.

As we continue to celebrate the glorious Resurrection of Our Lord
throughout this 50-day Easter season, we are called to become disciples
and bear fruit because we love – even when loving, both giving and
receiving, is not easy. How, we might ask . . . How can we do this when we
and so many around the globe are still hurting and dying from this
pandemic? How can we do this when so much of the news around us
leaves us spiritually and emotionally drained? How do we proclaim the
Good News about Jesus when we think there is just too much bad news
happening around us, in our nation, and in the world?

How can we love? How can we bear fruit? These are perennial questions,
asking in every age, every culture, by all people. The answer is never the
same and will vary from person to person. Still, the text, the overall
message of this Gospel, suggests a simple response: How can we love?
We simply show up. We show up authentically, as ourselves. We love
others, as we long to be loved. We share the Good News with anyone and
everyone. We speak and act in ways that support this message of love.

In our Gospel, Jesus is addressing us. Twice, he says, “I am” – a  reminder
that God knows us, knows the depth of our hearts. There is no need to hide
from God, no need to hide those parts of ourselves of which we are
ashamed, no need to use those ugly parts as excuses to stay away from
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God. Instead, this divine truth, this divine love, draws us ever nearer to
God. It allows us to see and acknowledge those parts within us we think
cannot be restored, and believe that restoration is always possible. That
knowledge of resurrected goodness and release from sin allows us –
encourages us – not to hide from, but run to, the Father, allows and
encourages us to abide in God.

A common lament, whether working full-time, or as a full-time parent, or
serving as a full-time caregiver – and many of us are doing all three these
days! - is that there simply are not enough hours in the day. Schedules are
too full; responsibilities too numerous; commitments too demanding. Given
this, a common reason as to why we don’t eat better, or exercise more, or
even pray more regularly is simply, “Who has the time?”

“Abide in me, “ Jesus instructs us. We can easily mishear this invitation in
today’s gospel passage as yet one more demand on our time. We can
make the mistake of assuming that what may work well in one aspect of
our lives, will work equally well in our spiritual lives: in this case, the motto
of every controlling, and rushed, and over-committed person – which is all
of us at one time or another: “If I don’t do it, it won’t get done.”

But listen again to what Jesus says to us this morning, “I AM the true vine,
and my Father is the vine-grower . . . abide in me.” Jesus then goes on to
tell us very clearly just who is doing the work - and it is not you or me, my
friends.

This image of the people of God as “God’s vineyard” is a very old one,
going all the way back to the ancient Jewish psalms, as well as other
places in the Old Testament. Listen to part of Psalm 80:

“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.”

Again, notice that it is God who is doing all the planting here, not us.

And think of all the other I AM statements found in the Gospel of John: “I
AM the light of the world,” “I AM the gate,” “I AM the resurrection and the
life.”

All these “I AM” statements in the Gospel of John point to the reality of
God’s immediacy and availability. It is ironic that Christianity has the
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reputation of being an other-worldly religion, focused almost exclusively on
how to get into heaven. Maybe you have seen the bumpers stickers
declaring, “Jesus is coming, look busy!”; or “Friends don’t let friends miss
out on heaven!” It may sound surprising, but this kind of theology of a
“disconnected”, “far-off”, “distant” God is what most of us are comfortable
with, because it ultimately pushes God to the sidelines, allowing us to
remain in control – or convince ourselves that we are in control. We are
very good at being busy and taking responsibility, and we rather prefer this
to being on the receiving end of change. But as Jesus says in today’s
reading, “Abide in me, as I abide in you.”

In today’s gospel, Jesus addresses us twice with the phrase “I AM the
vine.” There is a promise here. “I AM the vine, and you are the branches.”
Jesus is asking each of us to simply be – not to “do”, but simply “be” with
him. This sounds deceptively easy, but is actually difficult for most of us.

Listen to the words of the Collect for Purity; listen as if for the first time:
“Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from
whom no secrets are hid.” As this Collect reminds us: It’s OK to relax a bit
and stop worrying about hiding those parts of ourselves that we do not
want others, and surely not God, to see. We are invited to abide with God,
instead of busying ourselves to keep God at a safe distance.

The promise of Jesus, the Vine, the Gate, the Light, the Good Shepherd is
abundant life – a fullness of life in the here and now, not just in some future
time.

God is doing more in our lives than any of us are aware. God in Jesus is
simply inviting each of us to take the time to notice. But the trick, of course,
is to let God do what God needs to do and for us to get out of the way.
Jesus is very clear on this point when he says: “I AM the vine, you are the
branches.” That is what abiding in the power of the Word is all about, not
placing impediments in God’s way by trying to do for ourselves what God
wants to do for us: reshape our hearts, bodies, and minds to receive the
forgiveness and love being offered, the mercy and grace being extended
freely to each of us. Simply be. Accept Christ’s invitation to simply be the
branch, and allow the vinegrower to do the work . . . to do his work – his
work with you, and within you.

Alleluia! Christ is risen! The Lord is risen indeed! Alleluia! Amen.


