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Acts 9: 26-31   Psalm 22: 26-27, 28, 30, 31-32
I Jn. 3: 18-24
Jn. 15: 1-8

What does it mean to live in Jesus – or (as many translations would have it) to abide in Jesus? Abide is a beautiful word but too often we miss out on any substantive definition or meaning. This word is actually very rich in meaning, and suggests such concepts as: trust, rest, safety, unity and oneness of heart. In this particular text, it includes the idea of bearing or producing fruit on the vine, and a sort of “knowing” that moves beyond mental cognition and into something deeper (implying dependence on the one in whom we abide, even to the point of the abiding being necessary for life?). Typically, our culture teaches us to shun such ideas because they imply a lack of strength and self-reliance; they imply weakness and dependence and lack of control over one’s own life.
Sometimes, I wonder if we human beings are willing to abide in anything, to immerse ourselves wholly in something, to allow anything to captivate our heart and life, to view our whole existence through that one lens . . .?
Our immediate response might be to say: No, no one would be willing to give of him or herself in that way. It sounds too constricting.

But then we begin to think about the many things that we give ourselves to: our jobs, our families, our hobbies, interests, or activities.

We begin to think about the things that we spend our time doing, the things that we give our lives to.

Many of us are sports fans, we dress up, we go to games, and we make the time.  Some of us love our special television series so much that we sit there and even "binge-watch." We cannot wait for the next season to begin again.

So as it turns out, we are constantly abiding--constantly living in, taking residence in, fixing ourselves rather permanently on, many things in our lives. Our abiding speaks to our putting down roots, and it turns out that we are rooting ourselves in different ways every day. We kid ourselves if we think that those things in which we are rooted are not affecting us, shaping us, and transforming us. The proof of our shaping is evident all around us. That which we value, which we spend our time doing, the activities that we engage in, our attitudes and ways of engagement, all speak to the things that captivate our hearts. These things are the fruit of our abiding, the fruit of our rootedness All we have to do is pay attention to our daily smartphone notifications to recognize the fruit of our abiding . . . clues to the things for which we hunger.
Where are we abiding? What is our rootedness? Are we truly rooted? Are we truly abiding in Jesus? Are we letting Jesus abide in us?

This is a difficult question. It has no easy answer. I want to say, "Of course, I abide in Jesus. Of course, Jesus abides in me!" But if I am honest, I have to recognize that often I do not abide in Jesus – perhaps because I am too preoccupied with how I am going to solve the problem or do the task., and I'm pretty sure I’m not alone! Sometimes, we abide in things that we think we can control, then they end up controlling us. We abide in things that seemingly require little of us, but they end up clogging up our souls.

Sometimes, we can abide in the security of our small ideas about God, and they end up making us more anxious than ever, and pretty soon, every opinion we don’t share becomes an enemy, and every enemy is seen as beyond redemption.

Sometimes, our abiding seems fruitful; our vines seem healthy. They might even be producing grapes, but it often turns out that they are seedless grapes, grapes that are unable to produce the wine of the kindom.

· Grapes marred by  our sense of self-importance, and self-righteousness.

· Grapes of a myopic view of the world where God only loves those that we love, and where God hates those we hate.

· Grapes of control, over our lives and over others.

· Grapes of our participation in structures that perpetuate an individualist and egocentric community.

· Grapes that keep us from paying attention to the needs of others, or that keep others at arm's length.

· Grapes that refuse to put ourselves in the place of the other and to live alongside them.

It is hard having to face the reality that sometimes, what we have produced is truly not fruit but weeds, of how "overgrown" everything is around us . . . how truly un-rooted and unfruitful it is, how unwilling we are to face our reality, to be pruned, to have anyone, anything, question our fruitfulness. In other words, we fool ourselves, when in reality a lot of that stuff that comes from us is not fruit at all; it's just weeds. These weeds can keep us from experiencing the grace that God has given us, that these weeds that I have confused with fruit are not allowing me to move forward and to grow in love of God and neighbor.

One of the key places where I see the weediness mistaken for fruitfulness is in the unhealthy rhetoric of our day. In our civic life, in social media engagement, and in our personal conversations, we have become divisive; we have become unwilling to listen, unwilling to see other points of view. We have couched this weediness in talk around what is right, truth, in our own desire for a "so-called" better life; but in the end we have questioned the motives of others, we have called others names, we have made caricatures of the positions of others, and, in the process, have ourselves become peddlers of untruth. All this shows us that none of this is the truth when it comes to the love of God. None of this is abiding in Jesus. 

We need to open ourselves to change, for Christ gives us an invitation: Christ says, "Come and open yourself up to being grafted to me. I have strong roots. I have the DNA needed to make you fruitful, alive, and to make you flourish, to make all of creation flourish."

Jesus calls us to be rooted in him, but that implies a choice; we must then cut ourselves off from our rootedness in self-justification and divisiveness, and graft ourselves into the personhood and identity of Jesus. He tells us that only in him can we truly be fruitful, that everything else is to be cut-off, to be removed. Make no mistake. This is difficult work!

The gospel provides us with a mirror that shows us possibility, shows us a new way, and shows us the beauty of fruitful abiding, of God's call to new life. We must be willing to get in front of that mirror; we must be willing to see that sometimes what we are calling fruitfulness is nothing but weeds. We must see that often we are really not abiding in Jesus; instead, we are abiding in our own sense of self. Only then will we be able to see what it looks like to let God clear the way so that we can live a fruitful life. The process is not easy; it requires a dramatic vulnerability, a willingness to let go. It requires our willingness to risk – to find a new home and a new center.

So Jesus provides us with the way. Our following Jesus grafts us, cuts us from our rootedness in the unhealthy aspects of the human condition, and then allows us to live a new life. Jesus then becomes our root, our vine, with Abba God being the one that grows it, tends it, and makes sure that it is healthy and whole! We are then invited to be the branches. The flowering and visible presence of Jesus in the field of God's kindom!

So imagine what that looks like! Imagine our commitment as followers of Jesus to allow the Holy Spirit to graft us into Christ, to allow the nurturing, energetic, and fruitful presence of Jesus to be the source of life for us.

In order for this reality to happen, we must abide; in order for our branches to be fruitful, we must allow for this pruning, this re-location, this transplantation, and transformation to occur, to happen, in us.

Making our home in God, inhabiting God's place, living into Christ's identity, requires that we acknowledge our need to be grafted . . . that our salvation, (another word for our healing), is dependent on our willingness to acknowledge our inter-dependence with God, with each other, and with all of creation.

At Living Water, we are committed to living in this way, to live in fruitful abiding. We are committed to living in this way by being agents of conversation, by being space makers for engagement, by being a people that teach one another what it means to be in loving and respectful relationship with those that we disagree with. Allowing those things to be the fruit of our abiding in Jesus.

This is difficult work, but abiding in Jesus means that we must live in this way. We must be willing to engage the difficult conversations of our day; we must be willing to abide in the midst of the difficulty--that's where Jesus would live--and allow the fruit of our abiding, the love and grace of Jesus, to be made known in our larger communities.

Now more than ever, God's people must lead the way into conversations that uplift, conversations that restore, conversations that renew, conversations that reconcile, conversations that honor the image of God in the other.

Let it be our prayer today that we can be part of a movement, a movement of people committed to being agents of reconciliation, committed to a movement rooted in Jesus, a movement that inhabits the way of Jesus and that allows for the way of Jesus to inhabit the world. A movement of "abiding fruitfulness" that shines a light on God's reconciling love in Jesus and in the world.

