[image: image1.jpg]



Make us to know your ways, O Lord; teach us your paths. Lead us in your truth, and teach us, for you are the God of our salvation; for you we wait all day long.  Amen. (from Psalm 25:4-5)
Abiding in Jesus is the secret of the Christian life. Just as a branch must stay connected to the vine in order to thrive and produce fruit, Jesus tells his disciples that they must stay connected to him if they are to receive the nourishment they need for life and for bearing God’s love into the world.

It sounds simple enough.  But how do we do it?  How do we live as Jesus’ disciples day in and day out?  What does it look like to bear fruit?  What does it mean for a disconnected branch to be thrown into the fire?  Is this the good news we teach and preach?

The Psalmist sets the tone for us as we ask these questions: “…teach [us] your paths, lead [us] in your truth and teach [us]…”  Abiding in Jesus begins with a teachable spirit.  

This text is the sixth I AM statement in the Gospel of John.  Jesus said, “I am the bread of life, I am the light of the world, I am the good shepherd, I am the resurrection and the life, I am the way and the truth and the life, I am the true vine.  I AM, ego emi, is the same name we find in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible that God gives to Moses from the burning bush.  Jesus’ statements in John set him firmly in the essence of God’s very being.

Jesus’ metaphor of vine and branches was a familiar one.  The images have roots in the Hebrew Scriptures, and vines grew on almost every hillside in Palestine.  The vine needs lots of attention to be productive and produce the best fruit.  Pruning the vine in the winter months ensures that it will be more productive at the harvest.  Pruning is cleaning out all that is unneeded, removing those branches that produce no fruit so that the vine’s nutrients can be concentrated and create a healthy, strong plant.  The wood that is cut away is soft and good for nothing.  So after the pruning it is gathered up and burned.

Jesus desires to clean out all those things in our lives that distract us from abiding, those things that act as barriers to a deepening life of the spirit.  An honest inventory of such things sets us on the path of abiding.  A journal can help us as we list those things that cut us off from the nourishment of God’s Presence.

Prayer draws us into the Presence of God through the stillness and openness of our hearts, listening for God’s voice.
Meeting with soul friends, one-on-one, or in small groups, helps us to be accountable for our practices of abiding and places us in an environment to learn together and to love one another. The Westminster News and our web site will soon offer information about forming a group where you can share and trust and hope and grow and pray together.

Bradley Holt, Professor of Religion at Augsburg College, writes in his book, Thirsty for God, that the first Christians “assumed that public, communal worship was basic to spirituality.”  Abiding in Jesus draws us to weekly worship with the community of faith.  This is where we can be nourished by God’s word, by music and prayer, by fellowship with other believers.  Sunday worship can so easily become obligation or even an option in our consumer culture.  It is just one more thing on the Sunday smorgasbord of opportunities.  We work hard all week, and Sunday morning becomes a time to sleep in, to relax, to enjoy ourselves.  Remember the musical number from Flower Drum Song?

Sunday, sweet Sunday,  

With nothing to do,   

Lazy and lovely,  

My one day with you.  

Hazy and happy,   

We'll drift through the day,  

Dreaming the hours away.


Well, it’s a darling song, but the familiar rhetoric of  its premise robs us of the gift of what it means to abide – Worship is a spiritual practice, and practices, after all, must be practiced.  To place ourselves in the heart of the worshiping community week after week, opens us to receiving the nourishment that Jesus the Vine offers us.  To commit ourselves to education and learning authenticates our prayer, Lead me in your truth, and teach me, for you are the God of my salvation…

Beloved, we cannot give what we have not received.  If we are to love one another, if we are to work for God’s righteousness and peace, we must be connected to the source of love, the source of righteousness and peace.

Jesus the Vine offers us not just connection, but intimacy.  “Abide in me as I abide in you…As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love.”  This is the amazing gift of Incarnation – that Holy, Almighty God desired so much to be with us, that God was born in Jesus to live with us and in us.  I Am comes to us, seeks us out, longs for us.  

Last week I stopped at a Chinese restaurant at Eden Prairie Mall to get carryout for dinner.  I placed my order, and was told it would be about 10 minutes.  So I went across the hall to browse in a store.  After about 7 minutes, the owner of the restaurant found me with my carryout in his hands.  He didn’t want the food to get cold, so he came in search of me.  God is like that, taking initiative to come to us, sometimes when we least expect it, to fill us with nourishment of the Vine life.  Such a gift is not to be taken lightly.  The power and the wonder and the joy of such love call us to move heaven and earth to be connected to its source.

Intimacy with Jesus is supremely evident in the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  John Calvin, the founder of our Reformed Tradition, “taught that humans are joined to Christ in baptism and that people grow in that union throughout life…This mystical union is given to all Christians by faith.”  (Holt p. 74)  Calvin taught that Jesus is present in the Lord’s Supper, not in a literal, physical way, but in a real spiritual way, that by receiving the gifts of bread and fruit of the vine, we are united with the Spirit of Christ.  This kind of intimacy, ingesting the body and blood of Christ, is what Jesus meant about abiding.  


Therese of Lisieux, a modern saint of the Catholic Church, was a young French woman who desired to be totally at one with Christ.  She wrote, “This is my prayer: I ask Jesus to draw me into the flames of his love, to unite me so closely to Him that He lives and acts in me.”  Therese believed that “if this conversion process is the transformation of one’s life into a consuming Love, then it also means we are being transformed into the likeness of Christ Jesus.  Therese recounts her fusion with the Love, which is Christ, at her first communion: “I felt that I was loved.  There were no demands made, no struggles, no sacrifices; for a long time now Jesus and…Therese looked at and understood each other.  That day, it was no longer simply a look, it was fusion…”  (Longenecker, pp. 130, 132)
Several years ago when our travel seminar from Westminster visited Italy, we toured the catacombs in Rome.  Our guide told us of those early Christians who suffered and died for their faith.  The community would gather in those burial vaults far below ground to worship, to celebrate, and to claim their unity in Christ.  Toward the end of our tour, we went into a small space with niches of the dead around us in the walls, to celebrate the Lord’s Supper as Christians have done for over 2000 years.  A few strangers had attached themselves to our little tour, and we invited them to join us in worship.  Two older ladies from England and a couple from Nashville gathered with us to receive the sacrament and worship together.  We were strangers in life, but in that small, intimate space, sharing one Lord, one faith, one baptism – we were connected to each other and to the Vine who called us into being. 

Abiding in Jesus brings life.  Staying connected to Jesus the Vine means that we can trust God to hear our prayers.  Abiding means that as Jesus’ disciples, we bear the fruit of love.  How do we do it?  How do we live as disciples day in and day out?  By being deliberate in our spiritual practices.  Brad Holt will teach us more about this at our Saturday Seminar on September 19th.  In my own longing for God, I look forward to the learning that is coming for us this year.  What does it look like for us to bear fruit?  We love one another as Jesus has loved us – fully, completely, sacrificially, intimately.

“I am the Vine and you are the branches,” Jesus said.  “Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me, you can do nothing…  I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.” 

 Abiding in Jesus is the secret of the Christian life.  But it’s not a secret to keep to ourselves.  It is the heart and soul of our life together and the grounding of our life in the world.  Jesus invites us to his table – to be nourished in our life in God; to be strengthened in our love for God and for one another; to celebrate the new creation that God the Vinedresser calls into being.  Jesus invites us to his table so that we may go forth and bear the fruit of love.  In the quiet, let us prepare our hearts to be filled with all the goodness of God.   Amen.
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