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 In thinking about what to say in my last sermon at The First Mennonite Church, it 

occurred to me that it might be interesting to talk about a certain place that I trust we all know 

and love.  That place is called--can you guess?-- Vineland.   

 Why talk about Vineland?  Lots of reasons.  It's a picturesque spot, with wonderful 

fruit, friendly people, and a terrific little old-fashioned diner called Sandra's.  But there's 

another reason I thought it appropriate to think about Vineland.  That's because Jesus must 

have lived here.  At least, if he didn't, he could have.  Why?  Because, as our text indicates, 

Jesus was well acquainted with the natural resource from whence this little town draws its 

name--vines, grape vines.  Jesus seemed to enjoy spending time among the vines, and drew 

lessons from his own vine land. 

 Growing up, I also enjoyed vines.  One of the most pleasurable experiences I had as a 

kid was sitting under a small grape arbor behind my grandparents' house.  It was a 

comfortable, shady place to relax, especially during that time of year when two kinds of grapes 

appeared.  There were the purple grapes, and there were the white grapes (which were really 

green).  Those deep purple grapes were good, except for the deep purple stains they would 

leave on my clothes, which drove my mother crazy.  But it was those white grapes that were 

absolutely heavenly.  To this day, whenever I drink Welch's white grape juice, I am 

transported back to that little grape arbor, and the luscious fruit of those vines. 

      And fruit is the main point Jesus makes in his metaphor of the vine.  The purpose of a  

grape vine is to produce fruit--bountiful fruit, tasty grapes.  And in Jesus' metaphor, fruit 

means good works and love, love for each other, love for Jesus and his way.  "You shall know 

them by their fruits," Jesus says in another context.  Note the plural:  "fruits."  And that's 

important, because the fruit of the vines around Vineland comes in not one but many varieties 

and tastes and textures.  There's Concord, Riesling, and Chardonnay, there's Vidal, Marquette, 

and Frontenac, there's Merlot, PInot Noir, and Gewurtztraminer.  All grapes, but each a little 

different.  In the same way, the fruit of love will look and taste and smell and feel different 

according to each follower of Jesus in their particular situation.   

 I read of a young woman who regularly reads the daily newspaper and prays for 

newborn babies, newly married couples, bereaved families, and others in need of God's help.  

That's fruit.  A book of meditations for college students admonished:  "As a Christian who is 

also a student, your task is to be an excellent student.  Your discipleship means that you 

should study conscientiously and thoroughly."  Being conscientious in your work, that's fruit.  

You see someone in need, someone with a burden, and you reach out to help.  That's fruit.  

You decide to give up a week or a month or a couple of years of your life to some kind of 

voluntary service, that's fruit.  You take an unpopular stand and get persecuted like some 

early Anabaptists because of your committment to Christ as Lord, that's fruit.  There are as 

many kinds of fruit as there are followers.  But just as all the different kinds of grapes are,  



 

 

finally, grapes, and not bananas, or thorns, all the different forms of the fruit of which Jesus 

speaks will have a common denominator.  That common denominator is simply, love, love for 

sisters and brothers in the church, love for the widow, the orphan, the stranger, the enemy,  

love for creation, love for God.  

 But there is a problem.  The problem is that growing vines that produce abundant, 

top-quality fruit can, it seems, be a rather tricky business.  I understand that one of the biggest 

challenges grape growers face is something called "canopy management."  Canopy 

management has to do with keeping the grapevines properly pruned and trained.  And vines 

need to be pruned and trained, because left to themselves, they like to grow and grow and 

grow, generating a wild and dense canopy of leaves and shoots and branches.  All that 

greenery looks very lush and impressive, but it might not yield much fruit--in fact, too much 

canopy can inhibit fruit bearing.  And the flavor of the grapes that are produced might be a 

little distorted.  A wine critic I read said that if your glass of red or white or rosee has a flavor 

reminiscent of onion skin and jalapeno peppers, you've just tasted the result of an 

under-managed canopy. 

 Jesus knew quite a lot about canopy management.  That's why he says that when 

there's too much vine and not enough fruit--or when the vines have simply stopped 

bearing--it's time to bring out the pruning shears.  I remember some years ago driving through 

some of these Niagara vineyards in early spring.  No lush canopy then.  Those vines had been 

radically clipped and shorn, looking sort of like that butch haircut I sported when I feasted on 

my grandparents' grapes.  How can grapes ever come from those barren stumps, I wondered.  

 But pruning is a very vital part of fruit bearing, Jesus says.  And it is God who does the 

pruning.  For Jesus, God is the loving, wise Vinedresser who comes with a knife and 

periodically prunes away old, unproductive growth so that new growth might come forth.   

And as with the wide variety of grapes, the forms that pruning takes can be diverse, and often 

that pruning can be difficult and painful. 

 Pruning can happen in what the classical spiritual writers speak of as "the dark night of 

the soul."  It's a time when we feel a sense of emptiness, loss, desolation, suffering, and God 

seems to have gone away.  Often this is a time when the Spirit of God is at work to prune us of 

excessive attachments and immature spiritual practices so that we can become more fruitful. 

 Pruning can happen when we are forced to make some life changes, such as when some 

people finally decide they need to prune away certain activities from their over-busy lives. They 

run in so many different directions at once, doing good on so many different fronts, that they 

find themselves exhausted and disillusioned by the competing demands on their time and 

energy.  And then, by God's grace and leading, they have the wisdom and courage to say no, 

to let go of some good activity--to prune a branch or two--in order better to focus themselves 

and use their best gifts, in order to be more fruitful. 

 Pruning can also happen to churches.  Last week I read about two churches.  One was 

called Pleasant Hill church, and the other was called Pleasant Grove church.  They each had 

about 40 members, mostly older.  Pleasant Hill church decided that it wanted to grow, to get 

back in touch with its neighborhood.   And so the older women in the church started an  



 

 

after-school program for the children in the community. The children were not only cared for 

after school, they were also invited to church.  Many came, and some brought their parents.  

Within a year or two, Pleasant Hill church had about 75 active members.  For this church, the 

Spirit's pruning seemed to involve cutting off the status quo, pruning away the way things had  

always had been done, and taking the risk of allowing new shoots of life to appear. 

      Then there was Pleasant Grove church.  Though it had the same number of members as 

Pleasant Hill, it was comfortable as it was, it did not really want to reach out to its 

neighborhood.  Their neighborhood had changed, people of different colors and cultures had 

moved in.  If by chance one of them visited at Pleasant Grove, they got the distinct impression 

that they were not welcome.  Eventually Pleasant Grove Church was no longer viable, and 

closed.  Perhaps this is also an example of the Spirit pruning what had become dead and 

unproductive.  I think a good question for churches to ask themselves periodically, especially 

in times of crisis or change, is:  how might the divine Vinedresser be trying to prune us, to 

make us more fruitful? 

 And then, along with fruit-bearing, and pruning, there's a third lesson that Jesus draws 

from vine land.  That is the importance of staying connected.  A vineyard is really an amazing 

enterprise of interconnection and interdependence.  Berries attached by little tiny stems to 

longer stems to form clusters, the clusters clinging to canes and cordons which attach to trunks 

that send their roots deep into the ground.  Every part connected to another, all parts 

intertwined with each other.  It’s this elaborate web of interconnection, and interdependence, 

that allows water and nutrients to flow to the grapes.  And if one piece is cut off--if a 

connection somewhere in this intricate, intertwined web is broken—those Baco Noirs and Pinot 

Grises and Cabernet Sauvignons will soon wither and die.  The life of the vineyard depends on 

the parts staying connected.  

 So it is, Jesus says, with himself, the vine, and his disciples, who are the branches.   

"Abide in me, and I in you.  Just as the branch cannot bear fruit unless it abides in the vine, 

neither can you unless you abide in me."   To have life, and be fruitful, both Jesus and his 

friends need to stay connected.  Which is what we do here, in church.  Church is where we 

learn to abide in Christ. It's where we study scripture, and develop those habits and practices 

whereby we can keep connected with the living Christ and abide in him. 

      It's interesting to me that in the gospel of John Jesus does not command his disciples to 

go out and bear fruit.  In the other gospels he does tell them to be intentional and proactive, 

as when says, "Take up your cross and follow me."  That's a text central to us Anabaptists.  

But here in John, the command Jesus gives is not to go out and do something.  Rather, the 

command is to "stay here," to "remain," to "abide" in him, to connect to him, and cling to him, 

to make him our home in him.   "Look at that grape vine," Jesus says.  "Does the branch 

need to huff and puff and resolve to push out the fruit?  Not really.  The branch's duty," says 

Jesus, "is to stay attached to the vine.  And in so doing, it quite naturally, organically, brings 

forth fruit."   

 A year or more ago Brian Bauman, the missions minister of MCEC, came to speak to us.   

I had asked him talk to the adult SS class about how The First Mennonite Church might make  



 

 

more connections with our local community (because I had heard some of you say that's what 

needs to happen here).  I had wanted Brian to suggest some things that we might do, even in 

our busyness, to be more salt and light and missional in this place.    

 But Brian didn't do that.  He didn't say, "OK, here are three things you busy people can 

do to connect more to Vineland."  Instead, he posed one question.  That question was,  

"Who is Jesus to you?"  At first, I was a little impatient with that approach, I wanted Brian to  

get on with it and give us some practical handles for making connections with our context.  

But then I thought, yes, this is really where being salt and light and fruit bearers as Jesus's 

followers begins--with the question of who, exactly, Jesus is to us.  Is Jesus someone to whom 

we give lip service and then forget as we go about our church life?  Or is Jesus a living vine 

from which we draw our life, to whom we stay attached, through the regular disciplines of 

worship, and prayer, and study, and community?    

 Let's be clear.  If we are connected to Jesus, there will be fruit.  If there's only mainly 

talk about Jesus, or praise to Jesus, without the fruit of good works and love--love that goes 

deeper than pleasant Sunday morning camaradarie--there's probably a bunch of excess 

greenery in the vineyard that needs pruning.  Nevertheless, Jesus says, look at what the 

vineyard teaches.  That is that the branch first needs to be connected to the vine, and to stay 

connected to it, for it to bear good fruit.   

     And so, to his friends, just before he dies, and perhaps to The First Mennonite Church as 

it transitions to a new chapter in its life, Jesus offers some lessons from vine land.  "Remain in 

me," he says. "Ground your life in me--all of me, my life, and death, and resurrection."  "And," 

Jesus says, "allow God to lovingly prune away whatever excess canopy and dead branches need 

to go.  And," Jesus says, "allow my life to well up in you, to infuse you, to strengthen you, to 

lead you.  Then you will flourish, then you will be fruitful, then you will be salt and light and 

leaven, then you will have food and drink not only for yourselves, but also to offer to a hungry 

and thirsty world, in Vineland and beyond."  

 


