16th November 2008
Jn 15: 1-17

Jesus – ‘I am the true vine’

I’m sure you’ll agree we live in interesting times perhaps for the first time we are experiencing something quite unique. If you cast your mind back to the early 90’s or indeed the early 80’s then as now the ‘R’ word was being talked about. There has been reluctance in financial and government circles to actually utter the word. The word I’m of course referring to is ‘recession’.
The uniqueness for us lies in the depth and spread of the financial mess. It has brought sharply into focus our reliability on interconnected global businesses. It seems that almost every day we have been told about new financial strains on the economy. 
On Friday news broke that Germany has become the first of the G7 powers to declare recession. Perceived wisdom indicates that others in the EU will follow suit. All this high level financial activity on one level seems a world away, but of course we are all consumers, savers and borrowers which bring all this home to us on a very personal level. We are rightly concerned about pensions, mortgages, savings and daily living expenses.

One of the fundamental yardsticks we all use in financial matters is trust. We trust our financial affairs into the hands of individuals and institutions and expect them to deal with them in a responsible way. The financial frailty we are experiencing has plunged us into some fresh thinking and decision making.
There’s been much comment about the situation and I’ve noticed some interesting article titles that have appeared over the last week – 

· ‘As bad as the 1980’s? Well, St Winifreds School Choir won’t be No 1, for starters.’ (Christmas no 1 – There’s no one quite like Grandma and Hercules the bear went missing for 24 days whilst filming the Andrex advert.)

· ‘Priorities for a leaner budget – balancing beauty and economy.’ 

· ‘Recessionistas’ on the hunt for bargains
Comedians have also picked up on this topical subject – even in the midst of possible financial meltdown it seems that we can tap into the rich seams of humour. At this point may be asking - where am I taking this?

In spiritual terms our needs are much the same as our financial needs – we need to think and act carefully in both areas. All we have looked at this morning has been forced upon us – of course we could bury our head in the sand or we could actively think about the implications. And that’s exactly where we have been going over the last few weeks. The ‘I am’ sayings of Jesus point toward a spiritual health check - are we heading in the right direction?
The final saying today has Jesus uses something familiar to convey a spiritual truth. In many ways it is the final challenge to his audience to make their minds up about him – a choice that we are also called to today. To his audience this reference to the vine would have had meanings on two levels – one a symbol of the nation and the other a more personal one.
The vine had long been a common national symbol for Israel, the covenant people of God – the prophets had spoken at length of the vine and it’s generally unhealthy state – Ps 80:9-16; Isa 5:1-7; Jer 2:21, 12:10; Ek 15:1-8, 17:1-21; 19:10-14 and Hos 10:1-2. 

In a predominantly agricultural society Jesus’ audience would have been aware of the need to keep plants healthy just as modern gardeners are. If we leave a plant unchecked it grows and becomes straggly and eventually unproductive. Autumn for us is the traditional time for tiding up the garden and cutting back plants and scrubs in preparation for next year’s growth.
In contrast to both the unhealthy state of Israel and the unhealthy plant – Jesus points to himself as both the healthy embodiment of the nation and a symbol of a healthy plant. 
The passage we have before us falls into two distinct parts the parable in verses 1-8 and the explanation in the verses that follow. The key to understanding what Jesus has been talking about lies in verse 16 – ‘You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit – fruit that will last…’ And this is the sole point of the vine – it is to bear fruit. All its life is for that one purpose.
Jesus is calling his people to be missionary disciples - it is a call to arms.  Leslie Newbigin commented on this by saying, ’the gracious indwelling of God with his people is not an invitation to settle down and forget the rest of the world: it is a summons to mission, for the Lord who dwells with his people is one who goes before them in the pillar of fire and cloud.’

To bear any kind of fruit there needs to be the right conditions – feeding, nurturing and growth.

Feeding conjures up all kinds of images from our childhood a time when most of our subsequent eating habits stem from. Have we developed into people who appreciate good cooking or have we developed fussy eating habits? The feeding Jesus refers to involve a balanced intake of nutrients – regular intakes of reading the word of scripture, daily prayer and fellowship with other believers. Jesus talks about remaining in him (v4) – we can’t and don’t if we ignore these principles.

As we know, good parents look to the future for their children and most cherish hopes and ambitions for them – the sense of nurture is very strong among parents. For those of us who are - we all want the best for them. This sense of nurture is based on love – love between parents and children. Jesus gives us a simple command – ‘Love each other as I have loved you’ (v12) which sums up this whole sense of encouragement. Jesus only wants the best for us.
Feeding and nurturing lead to growth and in the context of our passage the growth of fruit. But the growth of fruit is only achieved through pruning (v2). Pruning could be described as the cleansing purging effect of the Word of God in Christ. That Word embedded in the Bible is the primary means of pruning disciple’s lives. As that Word works in us we become in a new way attractive and authentic in our Christian living and witness. 
The purpose of all this feeding, nurturing and growth is for disciples to make more disciples. Returning to Newbigin’s comment -’the gracious indwelling of God with his people is not an invitation to settle down and forget the rest of the world: it is a summons to mission.’ At our recent Mission Committee meeting we looked at our corporate response to mission and whilst we discussed an exciting opportunity to make a difference through a charity called Compassion, someone reminded us the need for mission here is just as important. Among the people we live with, live alongside and work with. Jesus is telling us this is where the mission field is – one which is hard and demanding. Not one where we can take an easy and undemanding path. What we need here is a heart for mission during every day and in every situation that we find ourselves.
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