St. Mary of the Angels    Sunday    Easter VB   4/28/24
Acts 9:26-31;  I Jn. 3:18-24;  John 15:1-8.

My Brothers and Sisters,

Today, Jesus says to us: “I am the vine, you are the branches.  Those who remain in me and I in them will bear much fruit.”  This saying is the last of the “I am” sayings in John’s Gospel.
They began with Jesus saying, “I am the Bread of Life,” – followed by “I am the Light of the world,” “I am the Door,” “I am the Good Shepherd,” (Last Sunday’s Gospel), “I am the Resurrection and the Life,” “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life,” and now, “I am the true Vine.”
Notice how many of these “I am” sayings are about life: The Bread of Life, Resurrection and Life, the Way, the Truth and the Life. And, although Life is not mentioned in this final saying, the Vine and the Branches are totally about the fruitfulness of life in Christ. 
The branch simply cannot have life and bear fruit if the juice, the sap, the energy of the vine is not flowing into and through the branch. As Jesus says, “Without me, the vine, you, the branch, can do nothing.”  
All the good that we do in our life, whether consciously or unconsciously, comes from and through Jesus.  That is a happy and humbling recognition.

The conclusion is obvious: To be fully alive, we need be aware of our oneness with Jesus.

Now, Jesus does not say this, but the opposite must also be true: without us, Jesus can do nothing!  To produce fruit, the vine needs the branches as surely as the branches need the vine. This is an even more humbling recognition.  And a bit frightening!  
Think about it. God in Jesus depends completely on us to bring his fruits of love, joy, peace, understanding, kindness, into the world.  The vine alone cannot bear fruit; it needs branches – and it needs healthy branches.
Jesus needs us and He needs us to be spiritually healthy so as to bear all his fruits of love.

So, how do we remain spiritually healthy?

I believe that there are two ways.

The first way is to let the divine energy of Jesus flow into us through reflection on the word of God in the Scriptures, through personal prayer and through receiving the sacraments, especially the Eucharist, the Bread of Life. The more aware we are of our oneness with Jesus, the more His life can and will flow through us.
The second way is to allow, accept, perhaps even welcome, God, the Vinedresser’s pruning in our life.

Pruning? That sounds painful – and certainly can be.
The fact is that we have all been pruned physically, emotionally, spiritually.

Physically, haven’t we all had our share of sicknesses and surgeries?
Don’t most of us older folk carry one or more artificial parts in our bodies?
Some of you have been painfully pruned by chemo and radiation.

Emotionally, haven’t we all experienced failures, disappointments, losses, discouragements and defeats? In the past three weeks alone, three Jesuit friends have died. 
Spiritually, haven’t we all had moments of God’s silence, of God’s seeming absence, of God seeming to ignore us, our pleas, our cries for help?
These have been -- all or in part -- painful prunings.

But there are two questions we must ask?

First, am I a better person because of the pruning? Am I living at a deeper level in my life? Am I more fruitful in the important things of life, such as love, kindness, compassion, forgiveness?  Am I more aware that I belong to God and live under the mantle of God’s love?
Second, in the pruning, was God more present to you, -- not in God’s Self, -- but in all the people who gathered around you, prayed for you, cared for you physically, emotionally, spiritually? Simply put: did you feel more loved?
At this 90 year milestone, I can truly say that I regret nothing of my past – and I have had my share of prunings at every level.
I can truly say that memory of the pain of the prunings fades with time, but memory of the love surrounding the prunings does not. Gratitude keeps expanding in my heart. And if I am able to speak to your heart, it is because of both the pruning and the love I have experienced.
Furthermore, in following the imagery of the Vine and the branches, I do believe that God, the Vinedresser is the One who is behind each pruning – however it happens -- and He allows it because He wants to love us into greater fruitfulness both for ourselves and in our care for others. Also, because the vine and the branches are one, Jesus, the Vine, suffers with us in the pruning. He feels the cuts as well.  We are not alone.
Finally, this passage on the vine and the branches – though not included in today’s Gospel -- ends with Jesus saying, “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.”
Jesus spoke about his joy even as He was about to step forth into his passion, crucifixion and death. The fruit of pruning is joy, the joy of knowing that we are one with Jesus in bearing those life giving fruits of love, joy, peace, understanding, kindness into a world that is so desperate and so hungry for these fruits. And He concluded with these words: “Love one another as I have loved you.”
Peace, joy, and love make good companions.
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