077 Fifth Sunday of Easter 2024
The vine and branches

In today’s Gospel Jesus says, ‘I am the vine, you are the branches, and my
Father is the vinedresser.’ It is a very rich metaphor on which to reflect. My
younger brother owned a vineyard for 30 years and during that time | learned
a lot about caring for vines, as part of the happily unpaid band of vineyard
helpers!

An important task of the vinedresser is to prune the vines. After the harvest
and before the onset of winter, the old foliage is removed, and the branches
are cut right back. The more the vine grower prunes — provided he does it
wisely —the more fruit the vines will produce the following summer. Pruning,
cutting, is never about diminishment but about abundance. It is always about
enabling new life to emerge and a rich harvest to happen.

God, the divine vinedresser, also prunes us periodically, as individuals and
communities, to help us produce more fruit. We are not pruned only if we are
not producing fruit. Even if we are already producing good fruit in our lives, we
are pruned that we may produce even more fruit.

Plants are also pruned to make them grow higher and to give them a more
attractive appearance. When a skilled arborist prunes a tree, he knows exactly
the final shape he wants the tree to have, and he prunes accordingly. God does
something similar. He doesn’t prune recklessly but he knows exactly the final
shape he wants each of us to have.

Pruning is always done to produce growth. So, for instance, branches that are
turning inward, or crossing over other branches, competing with them for light
and food, are pruned. Perhaps God prunes those parts of ourselves that are
focused inward, absorbed in our own concerns and preoccupations, to give
more life to the parts of ourselves that a branching out towards our
neighbours, offering them help and comfort.

Interestingly it is usual to prune any Y-shapes in the tree or vine, where you
have two branches stemming from the one spot on the one trunk. This creates
a weak zone with two branches competing for nourishment and, if not pruned,
one or both will break off. One branch must be removed to allow the other to
continue. We can have Y-spots in our own lives where we are torn in two. If we
are trying to serve both God and mammon, for example, we have a Y-shape
and a weak spot. Something will break.



We must ask the vine grower to prune the mammon branch that the God
branch may grow strong.

The final point | would like to make is that while pruning may be the most
noticeable task the vinedresser undertakes, he does so much more to care for
the vines. He tends and fertilises and waters the ground, he sprays the vines
with insecticide to prevent them from being eaten by bugs, he puts up poles
and trellises to support the vines and keep them upright, and wire strands that
the tendrils can cling to. He can even spray a kind of sunscreen on the leaves to
protect them during the hot summer days!

God, the heavenly vinedresser, does so much for us everyday to help us to
grow, produce good fruit, and be ever more shaped into his own image and
likeness. Let us thank him for everything — for the painful pruning that we do
notice, and the many other works God does for us that oftentimes we barely
notice.
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