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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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First, I want to point out a couple of things from today’s readings
that aren’t all that closely connected to what I mainly want to talk
about. They come under the heading of Bible trivia. There are two
disciples named Philip in the New Testament: Philip the apostle
and Philip the deacon. Philip the deacon is the one most often
mentioned in Acts. He’s also known as Philip the Evangelist since,
after the first persecution of the Church at Jerusalem began, he
went to Samaria to preach the Gospel. And he backed up his
preaching by healing all kinds of sick people and exorcising
demons. This is the one we read about in the first lesson today. He
was sent by the angel of the Lord to the desert road between
Jerusalem and Gaza, where he encountered the Ethiopian eunuch.

The other bit of Bible trivia: After baptizing the Ethiopian, “the
Spirit of the Lord carried Philip away.” The verb in Greek is much
more forceful, so that line is better translated as “the Spirit of the
Lord snatched Philip away” (cf NRSV). That suggests pretty strongly
that Philip didn’t just walk off into the sunset, but that something
much more dramatic happened. Some folks, including some
biblical scholars, have a hard time believing that Philip’s departure
was so sudden and supernatural. I don’t understand why this should
be such a problem, since the risen Jesus suddenly appeared and
disappeared in the presence of his disciples (e.g. Lk 24:31, 36-37; Jn

20:14, 19, 26). As Jesus said elsewhere, God can do anything he likes
with what belongs to him (Mt 20:15). St John Chrysostom says that
since Philip had a lot of urgent work to do in other cities, “We
should not be surprised that this happened in a divine rather than a
human way” (Homily on Acts, 19). Bottom line: We don’t really know

what happened, but we do know that when God’s behind it,
anything is possible. At any rate, the next thing Philip knows, he’s
standing in Azotus, some 35 miles from where he left his new
friend. Enough with the Bible trivia. Now on to the gospel.

We need to set some things up here. First of all, the vine was
understood in those days to be a symbol of God’s people. Speaking
of God’s relation to Israel, Isaiah says, “My beloved had a vineyard
on a very fertile hill. He dug it and cleared it of stones, and planted
it with choice vines” (Isa 5:1-2). And in Jeremiah, God says to Israel,
“I planted you as a choice vine, from the purest stock” (Jer 2:21). So
if there had been any scribes or Pharisees around when Jesus said
in today’s gospel, “I am the true vine,” they would have been really
concerned, because they understood the vine as symbolizing all
God’s people, not just one person. But they weren’t around that
night. It was a private teaching moment between Jesus and his
disciples. The thing that would have really upset them, had they
been there, is the first part of Jesus’ statement– “I am...” They
would have said that God is “I Am,” for that’s how he revealed
himself to Moses, so nobody else gets to say that about themselves.
And they were right. They just didn’t understand that Jesus is God. 

Now, I know you’re all wondering how anybody back then might
have identified themselves– “I am John Smith,” “I am a
carpenter”– or made a simple declaration–“I am going to town”– 
without getting into trouble with the Pharisees, and how Jesus did
get himself into trouble. It’s very simple, but unfamiliar to us
English-speakers. In Greek, the original language of the New
Testament (also in Latin, et al), you hardly ever need to use a
pronoun. The verb indicates what you need to know about the
person speaking. We could only get away with that in English
when speaking of ourselves. I could say, “Am going to town,” or
“Am a priest,” and even though it sounds odd, you know who am
talking about. But that’s how you ordinarily say it in Greek– ¦éìé
ðñåóâõôåñïò = “am priest.” And in Hebrew, you can describe
yourself with the pronoun, but without the verb. In Hebrew I would



say, “I priest.” So in either of those languages, you put them both
together when you want to be really emphatic, which is what God
did when Moses asked him to identify himself. He said “I Am,” not
“I am the God of your fathers,” or “I am the God who’s going to
save you,” but just “I Am,” which is why Jews avoided saying
those two words together after that. And any Jew who did say it
would be charged with blasphemy. You just didn’t do it, because
nobody but God can say, “I am,” without saying something more–
I am a human, ...a male or female, ...this or that. Only God can say,
“I Am.” because only God just Is. In Hebrew those two words are
Yah weh, and in Greek §ãù åÆìé.

Jesus got himself into trouble, and eventually crucified, because he
kept saying, “I am.” He makes a total of seven declarations like
that about himself in John’s gospel, what we call the ‘I Am’
sayings (bread of life, 6:35; light of the world, 8:12; door, 10:9; good shepherd,

10:11; the resurrection and the life, 11:25; the way, the truth, and the life, 14:6; vine,

15:1). What got the religious leaders so upset was that he put both
of those words together for emphasis– not just åÆìé, “am the vine,”
but §ãù åÆìé, “I Am the vine.” In fact, the final straw was on the
night Jesus was arrested. He said to the guards, “Who are you
looking for?” and when they said, “Jesus of Nazareth,” he said, “I
am.” Upon hearing that, John says, “they drew back and fell to the
ground,” because he had identified himself as God. And if that
were true, then they needed to fall down in worship, but if not, then
they needed to back away lest they be struck by the lightning bolt
that God would surely send down to destroy him. 

The ‘I Am’ sayings aren’t just casual statements like “I am a rabbi,
...a carpenter, ...an ordinary guy.” All seven of them indicate some
kind of divine authority. In last week’s gospel we heard Jesus say,
“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for
the sheep... I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to
take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father” (Jn

10:11-18). Those statements are loaded with divine self-
identification. No one has the power to take up his life again after
having given it up– only God can do that. Yet Jesus claims that

authority, and claims to have received it from his Father, who is
God. In saying all that, he has identified himself as the Son of God
whose mission is to die and rise again for the sake of God’s people.

Just before calling himself the Good Shepherd, Jesus called himself
the door to the sheepfold, i.e. the gate of salvation (Jn 10:7-9). That’s
a door that only God can open. So in claiming to be that door, Jesus
is revealing some sort of divine status for himself. “Again Jesus
spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever
follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of
life’” (Jn 8:12). At the beginning of John’s gospel he calls Jesus “the
light of men,” and says that “The light shines in the darkness, and
the darkness has not overcome it” (Jn 1:4-5). And then in his first
epistle, John says, “This is the message we have heard from [Jesus]
and proclaim to you, that God is light, and in him is no darkness at
all” (1Jn 1:5). John is tying all this together for us in a way that
leaves no doubt that Jesus is everything he claims to be, that he
relates to his people in all the ways he describes, and that in
revealing himself in all these ways, he is revealing the true nature
and character of God the Father. 

Michael Ramsey, the saintly and brilliant Archbishop of
Canterbury in the 1960s paraphrased that line from 1 John that I
just quoted, saying, “God is Christlike, and in him is no
unChristlikeness at all” (Ramsey, God, Christ, and the World: A Study in

Contemporary Theology, SCM Press: 1969, 99). Or as St Paul puts it, Christ
Jesus “is the image of the invisible God” (Col 1:15). What both St
Paul and Abp Ramsey are saying is that what we see in Jesus is
exactly what God the Father is like. The immense love that took
Jesus to the cross for our redemption is the very same love that
moved God to create everything in the first place, and the same
love that God wants to fill every one of his creatures with. And that
brings us to what Jesus says in today’s gospel.

“I am the vine; you are the branches ...apart from me you can do
nothing.” The branches are entirely dependent on the vine, the
trunk of the plant, for everything it needs to survive and to thrive.



It could be argued that the branches are equal partners, since the
leaves absorb the sunlight needed to synthesize food from water
and carbon dioxide. But since we’re dealing with theological
metaphors here, we can’t forget that the light also is Jesus, as St
John makes abundantly clear. The summary of the seven ‘I Am’
sayings is that he is everything, and supplies everything, we need
for life in the kingdom. Apart from him we really can’t do
anything. 

In this vine imagery, two things are vitally necessary for the
branches. They have to abide in, stay connected to, the vine, and
they have to bear fruit. They receive what they need from the vine
for the sole purpose of bearing fruit. And in order to bear fruit, they
need to be pruned regularly. Part of the process of renewal in plant
life is that some parts of the plant wither after bearing fruit, and
need to be removed to make way for new growth. That’s true of
individual Christians and of the whole Church. On the big scale,
there are whole branches of the Church that grew up and bore a lot
of fruit at some point in time, but have since declined and are only
a fraction of what they used to be. It’s what’s happening in Europe
and North America now, so that some talk about this as a time of
pruning in the Western Church. It’s sometimes necessary in
maintaining a healthy church, or in nursing it back to health, just as
it is in the plant world.

In my former diocese, clergy talked about pruning the parish list,
flagging the names of people who haven’t been active in church in
ages, attempting to track them down and reach out to them. If they
don’t respond, or can’t be found, their names are removed. We
don’t like doing it, but it needs to be done. The thing is that they’re
not abiding, they’re not staying connected to the vine, and therefore
aren’t able to bear fruit. Maybe they once did, but not any more. 

So just what kind of fruit are we supposed to bear? A couple of
passages of scripture come to mind. When John the Baptist was
preaching in the wilderness and calling people to his baptism of
repentance, he challenged the hypocritical religious leaders to

“bear fruit worthy of repentance” (Mt 3:8; Lk 3:8). He meant that they
should not rely on their status or their heritage, or anything else
outside themselves to be accounted righteous before God, but that
they should instead repent of everything that they had allowed to
come between themselves and God, and between the whole
religious institution and God, turn their lives around and start being
merciful and loving, actions that reflect the mercy and love that
God has shown them. “Beloved, if God so loved us,” John says in
today’s second lession, “we also ought to love one another.” That’s
bearing the fruits of repentance, being toward others the way God
is toward us– “as he is so also are we in this world.” As he is, so
should the Church and every Christian be in this world.

The other scripture that comes to mind is Jesus’ teaching that “a
healthy tree can’t bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good
fruit... Thus by their fruits you will recognize them” (Mt 7:18-20). It’s
the same with a vine. If a branch isn’t bearing good fruit, it’s clear
that something’s not getting through. There’s a blockage. If in our
lives as baptized Christians we’re not reflecting the love and mercy
of God in the way we live and in how we relate to those around us
and care for them, then we’re clearly not open to receiving the
good things he gives. Some pruning needs to happen, some things
in our lives that prevent us from being completely open and
receptive to the grace of God, and from being toward others the
way Jesus is toward us, need to be reconsidered, repented of–
habits, attitudes, unresolved issues.

But when we abide in him, when we’re completely open to
receiving all the good things Christ the true vine offers, it’s going
to change us– it can’t not change us. When we’re grounded in his
Church, connected to him through his word and sacraments,
willing to repent, allowing his grace to change us for the better,
we’re going to bear fruit for the kingdom, and it’s going to be
visible for all the world to see. And the more members of a
congregation that are like that, the more fruitful the local church
will become, and the greater the impact will be on the community



in which we live. 

“Whoever abides in me and I in him, that’s who bears much fruit,
for apart from me you can do nothing.” It’s not about you and me
individually, about doing good things in order to make us feel good
about ourselves. It’s all about Jesus and his kingdom, being faithful
disciples and making more disciples, and otherwise doing what we
can to spread the Good Word about it all. And we’ll be blessed in
our doing. “By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit
and so prove to be my disciples.” In the Name of ...

a.m.d.g.
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