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I have always loved the liturgical readings for the Easter season. The joy and excitement of the news of the Resurrection turns into a kaleidoscopic re-viewing and re-visiting of the mystery from the standpoints of so many witnesses. From earliest Christian times, those newly baptized at Easter have been led through a period of mystagogia – or interpretation – of the Christ mystery. Hearing these scriptures proclaimed and preached throughout the season, the new Christians are encouraged to proclaim their own Christ story, to be witnesses in their own right and in their own lives. Mystagogia is about choosing to live deeply the God-infused life of the Risen Christ.


I particularly love the gospel image of the Vine and the branches. Vines are hearty plants which respond to the tender, nourishing care of the vine dresser by growing in very creative ways. Vines climb and support themselves by using either twining stems, or tendrils or aerial roots, or even adhesive disks (sometimes called holdfasts). Vines that twine will physically wrap their stems around supports such as chain-link fences, poles, wires. Trellises and arbors often provide the best support in order to produce good fruit. 

Vines generally need lots of sun and plenty of water to thrive. It is said that a fully trellised vine in the Central Valley of California requires about 8 to 10 gallons of water per day, much more than a tree which is much larger. What is the difference between a vine and a tree? The most basic definition of a tree is a plant that typically is perennial, has a trunk, and has branches on the top of the structure. A vine, on the other hand, is a plant that typically grows with support on another structure, typically with specialized stems that anchor into another material or wrap themselves around it. So, the metaphor in this gospel implies that the life of Christ grows, increases, becomes more fruitful as the vine extends its branches, its tendrils further and further. In this metaphor, we, the believers, are the tendrils, fed and watered by the Vine, creeping, wrapping ourselves around support structures we find available in our own environments, growing, and bearing fruit.; reaching into nooks and crannies.  How is that possible? It is possible because Jesus Christ, the Vine, nurtures us as he is nurtured by Abba God, the Vine Dresser. We are connected to the life of the Divine.

 In this gospel passage, Jesus is giving a farewell address to his disciples, in which he lays out instructions for creating and sustaining the community after his going forth. He is offering them his promise of peace and joy – surely to be lived into in their present, but to be completely fulfilled in God’s time. He is not denying the reality that the life of the community will almost necessarily be shaped by hardship as well as joy. He reminds them that he himself has been pruned by God in order to become more fruitful, as they will also be. But he is very clear that their relatedness in this community is the absolutely vital ground for anything else that can and should be done in his name. The disciples are asked to abide (that is, to live) in him – rooted in the vine as their source, as he is rooted in Abba God. Do the things we did together, he enjoins them. Heal the sick, serve the poor, spread the Good News. Trust me to empower you to do what will be fruitful. So, we, the tendrils of the vine, by abiding in Christ, can become like Christ, conscious of all the nooks and crannies within our reach. We can choose to see them, and to have the courage to enter them and bear fruit in them.

Our reading from I John tells us as well that true love shows itself in action and truth, and that, knowing that the Spirit of God lives in us and flows through us, we can be confident that we will receive all that we need from God to stay connected and on course, open to possibilities for fruitfulness.

Openness is key. There is probably no more potent deterrent to life in the spirit than a closed mind, or a blocked heart. I suspect the root Jesus was fully connected to was openness to drawing the meaning, the water and nutrients of life, from the Source of All Being. As he drew from that source, he was given the power to see and hear and live in God’s presence - no matter what; and that is what he has bequeathed to us as the branches.

Theologian Raimon Pannikar has said: “I am one with the source insofar as I act as a source, making everything I have received flow again - just like Jesus.” And in her wonderful book, The Wisdom Jesus, Cynthia Bourgeault describes Jesus’ process of keeping the flow of divine energy open as His radical self-emptying love. Instead of storing up the divine love, he “is throwing it all away.”

The point is that the disciple stays connected to the root not by making an idol of the Christ, but by becoming like Him, through a process of letting go, of opening the heart and mind and our sometimes clenched hands - to be emissaries of divine love. And, like Jesus, to stay one with the source, the root, enfleshed and alive in the wonder and the tragedy of the world. The Christ gives to us Christians that connection. And in a sense, if we look at Jesus without too many of the accoutrements of history and culture, we can see his working in the creation to keep us open to the heart and soul of the divine love and to find ways to act out that love in the particulars of our own time and place.
