
May 3, 2015     Fifth Sunday in Easter 
Falcon Heights Church, UCC  John 15:1-8 
Falcon Heights, MN    Confirmation Sunday 
The Rev. Anne Swallow Gillis 
 

 
ABIDE IN ME 

 
 Jesus speaks these words from the Gospel of John at the end of the Last 
Supper. His betrayer, Judas, has already left the room. Jesus has shared a meal 
with his followers. He has lifted some bread and a cup of wine, and has said 
some curious words about these being his body and blood. He told them that 
they should keep sharing in this meal, taking in his symbolic presence after he is 
gone. The disciples are eyeing each other, perhaps whispering among 
themselves: what is Jesus talking about? This is weird. Is he leaving? And now, 
right before heading out to the Garden of Gethsemane to pray, Jesus starts 
speaking about grapevines. He describes branches, fruit of the vine. He speaks 
of One who tends the vine. 
 
 I find this to be a beautifully tender image, and also unsettling. I can 
picture a vast vineyard, lush with green leaves flashing under the sunshine and 
big bunches of glowing, red grapes. An image of abundance, the promise of 
harvest and the liveliness of full-bodied wine to come. Jesus speaks of himself as 
the vine, the center of all this growth and fruitfulness, with roots deep in the earth 
and trunk twisting up towards the sun. We are the branches, and as we abide, 
stay connected to the vine, we are able to bear fruit. To produce all kinds of 
goodness and fullness in our lives. Where’s God in all this? Well, this is the 
unsettling part for me. Jesus says that God is the vine grower. The one who 
tends the vine. The person who prunes the vine. I see, in my mind’s eye, that 
vineyard in late fall, after the grapes are gone and the leaves have fallen. The 
gnarly vines are bare. I see people with pruning scissors moving along the vines, 
cutting away branches, piling them up, burning them. Smoke fills the autumn air 
and the branches are reduced to ash. God is someone who prunes us? Yes, 
Jesus. Apparently, we need it. 
 
 This image is so opposed to our predominant culture that says we can “go 
it alone.” That insists that growing up is about learning to be independent. That 
tells us our self-worth is attached to our accomplishments. That insists that we 
will “bear fruit” by some how just squeezing it out of ourselves. That says we are 
self-actualized by striking out on our own, as an autonomous individual. But 
Jesus says that we become most fruitful, according to God’s purposes, when we 
“abide” in him, when we continue to “dwell” in his presence, his guidance and 
direction. There is something in here about dependence and that makes most of 
us pretty nervous.  
 



 I think it takes a lifetime to fully understand this journey of abiding in 
Jesus. Of allowing God to slowly prune away the parts of us that no longer serve, 
that no longer help us become the person God hopes we might be. We worry 
that this pruning is about judgment. I don’t think it is. Growing up into adulthood 
isn’t just about independence and going it alone. This is what is so compelling 
about the vine metaphor to me. I bear fruit in my life as I stay connected to the 
vine. Interdependent with the vine, I absorb the sunshine through my leaves, and 
the whole vine is nourished as my leaves transform that sunlight into food and 
send it through the rest of the vine. I am nourished, in turn, by the moisture and 
minerals that come up from the ground through the roots and the trunk. I bear 
fruit in my life as I remain interdependent with the vine. Somehow it is about 
sinking into a mutuality, a reciprocal connecting. Between each of us and other 
people. Between each of us and God’s living presence within us.  
 
 Abide in me as I abide in you, said Jesus. May it be so. Amen. 

   


