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“Staying Connected”
Amos 9:11-15; John 15:1-11 April 6, 2014

This past week, the Lake Fellows, Rev. Caroline Dennis 
and I attended the fourth annual gathering of NEXT in 
Minneapolis.  NEXT began as an effort among a small 
group of pastors in the Presbyterian Church to move past the 
negative and divisive conversations in the larger church by 
focusing on the new and exciting things that God’s Spirit is 
doing in the church.  The name is derived from the question, 
“What’s next for the church?”  Many of you will remember 
that four years ago Second Church hosted the first national 
gathering of NEXT here in Indianapolis. 

The mission of NEXT Church is “to foster relationships 
among God’s people by sparking imaginations, connecting 
congregations, and offering a distinctively Presbyterian 
witness to Jesus Christ….  NEXT Church will engage the 
church that is becoming by cultivating vital connections, 
celebrating emerging leadership and innovation, and working 
with congregations and leaders to form and reform faith 
communities.”

Over 400 ruling and teaching elders gathered at Westminster 
Church in Minneapolis for inspired worship, sacred music, 
liturgical art, vital conversations, and testimonies about 
creative ministries.  One of the most powerful aspects of 
the conference was the way in which conversations about 
controversial issues such as the definition of marriage, human 
sexuality, risky urban mission, and different forms of worship 
that usually divide the church were respectful, appreciative and 
centered on the one Lord Jesus Christ.  I left with the renewed 
conviction that we are diminished as the body of Christ when 
we let our theological differences, political commitments, and 
diverse views on social issues divide us.  We are strengthened 
when we let our diversity lead us to a deeper experience of our 
unity in Christ.

So we turn to the words of Jesus from the gospel of John, 
“I am the vine and you are the branches.  Those who abide in 
me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you 
can do nothing.”  Our unity is both a gift and a command.  
We are vitally connected to one another in and through Jesus.  
The church is not an institution, a building, a civic club, or a 
service organization.  The church is a living organism.  The 
church is the body of Christ and we are members of the one 
body.  

In speaking of the vineyard, Jesus uses an image that would 

have been familiar to the Jewish people of his day. Throughout 
the Scriptures Israel is pictured as the vineyard of the Lord 
God’s own planting.  The prophet Amos looks beyond the 
destruction and exile of Israel to the time when God will 
reestablish the people in their own land.  He speaks of God 
rebuilding the ruins, replanting the vineyards, reaping a rich 
harvest and producing an abundance of fine wine.  Jesus takes 
up this image with one important change.  He is the vine and 
we are the branches.  His life flows through us and gives us life.  
Cut off from him, we wither and die.  Apart from him, we can 
do nothing.  God is the vinedresser who tends the vineyard 
and prunes the branches so that we produce an abundant 
harvest. 

Our vital connection with God and with one another in the 
church is a gift.  It is not our own doing.  Throughout the Bible 
we hear in many voices that God has chosen us, called us, 
forgiven us, and redeemed us.  We are chosen in Christ before 
the foundation of the world.  As Paul says in Ephesians, “By 
grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God” (Eph. 2:8).  We are not called 
and claimed by God to go it alone like spiritual Lone Rangers 
but to be a part of the community of believers in the church.  
There is no such thing as a solitary Christian.  At times we may 
want it to be that way, but that is not how it is. We are united 
as one body in Christ.  

Do you remember Adam and Eve’s son, Cain?  Walter 
Brueggemann suggests that a part of Cain’s problem was that 
he didn’t like the idea of having a brother.  He thought it was 
much better when it was just God and he alone.  He wanted 
God all to himself.  So he took matters into his own hands 
and got rid of Abel.  We have a host of spiritual sisters and 
brothers.  This is God’s plan.  We need one another to refine 
us, to teach us, to correct us, to polish us, and to make us better 
servants of Christ.  We may think we know a lot, but how easy 
it is to be wrong when we don’t listen to anyone else.  When 
Jesus tells us that he is the vine, he is telling us that we can’t do 
it by ourselves; we can’t do it without him; and we can’t do it 
without one another.  This is God’s gift to us.

Our unity is also God’s command.  Jesus says that we are to 
abide in him, to bear much fruit, and to dwell in his love so 
that we may love one another.  Each one of us grows up as a 
part of a family.  We don’t ordinarily choose our family.  We are 
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adopted into it, blended into it through marriage, or born into 
it.  Each family has certain inherited characteristics, patterns 
of living and particular ways of doing things.  As we grow, 
we begin to internalize these patterns of speech, behavior and 
interaction.  When I look at how one of my sons walks, talks 
and interacts with others, I see elements of my brother and my 
grandfather in him.  Even with these given traits, it still takes 
nurture, practice, love, discipline and experimentation for 
members of a family to embody the values and characteristics 
that are important to that family.  In a similar way, we are 
part of the family of God.  The household of God has certain 
beliefs, values and ways of living in the world.  We are given 
gifts and talents to use for God’s purposes in the world.  It 
takes nurture, practice, love, discipline and experimentation 
for these gifts to grow, mature and flourish.  We grow into our 
identity as members of the body of Christ.  The command is 
that we glorify God together by how we live and how we use 
our gifts. 

Today we are honoring the Rev. Rachel Wann who has 
worked these past ten years with our Board of Deacons in 
leading our Community Ministries.  She also serves and will 
continue to serve as the Pastor of the Edinburgh Presbyterian 
Church.  Under her leadership, our outreach into the 
community has grown abundantly from the Souper Bowl of 
Caring to Blood Drives, from Westminster Neighborhood 
Ministries to Northside Ministries.  She has brought us 
together.  She has led us in fulfilling Christ’s command to 
abide in him and to use our talents to bear much fruit for the 
kingdom.  In growing in our outreach we also grow spiritually 
as disciples of Jesus Christ.  We are more united because of 
her leadership and inspiration.  

Christ commands us to abide in him and to love one 
another.  In the larger Presbyterian Church today there 
are congregations and individuals that want to leave our 
denomination because they do not agree with a particular 
decision of the General Assembly or approve of the changes 
that are happening all around us in the church and in the 
society.  Some of these well meaning people believe that they 
will be more faithful and happier being a part of a church 
where everyone thinks like they do on a particular issue.  The 
history of the church has shown that the fragmentation of 
the church only leads to more fragmentation as new and 
potentially divisive issues arise. Then a new generation forgets 
what the fuss was about and why the division happened at all.  

The words of Jesus remind us that our unity is not based 
on our agreement, but on our being rooted, grounded and 
vitally connected to Jesus as the branches are to the vine.  I 
would say that there is a greater faithfulness in demonstrating 
unity in the name of Jesus with those with whom we disagree 
than unity with those who think like us.  This takes hard 

work: nurturing, cultivating, pruning and growing.  Instead 
of being a force for disunity, the call to faithfulness is a call 
to be a force for a visible demonstration of our unity in 
Christ.  Anybody can get along with people who think and 
act as they do.  It doesn’t take Jesus to do that.  When the 
church demonstrates what it means to be a part of a loving 
community that welcomes and embraces differences, then 
the church has a bold and compelling witness to make to 
our fractured and deeply divided society.  In such moments, 
we see Jesus present among us. I dare say we will not only be 
more faithful, but we will be happier – more joyful – more 
fully human – when we learn to love those who are different 
from us. 

Think for a moment about the people you find it most 
difficult to be around, whose decisions make no sense to you, 
whose ideas get under your skin, and whose ways of doing 
things are irritating and exasperating.  You say you don’t 
know anybody like that?  Think again. (I can give you some 
names if you need them!)  Are there people with whom we 
have a hard time making a connection?  This is our growing 
edge.  These may be the very people God has put in our lives 
for a purpose.  It may be that these are the ones through 
whom the Holy Spirit speaks to us the word we most need 
to hear.  Jesus is right.  We can’t do it alone.  We can’t do 
it by our own strength or power.  We can only do it in and 
through Jesus.  He is the vine whose life flows through the 
branches, nourishes the branches, and gives us the strength 
to love.  It has been said that the first act of love is simply to 
listen.  When we listen to those people with whom we feel 
most disconnected and walk in their shoes, we may discover 
there is much more in Jesus that unites us than divides us. 

When we were students at the Paris seminary of the French 
Reformed Church, we heard about the conflicts that arose 
within the French Reformed Church during the French 
Algeria war.  Opinions about the war were sharply divided 
in France. It was the late 1950’s and the tensions rose so high 
in one congregation between those who supported the war 
and those who opposed the war that the pastor declared that 
he would no longer celebrate the Lord’s Supper until there 
was peace in the congregation between these bitter factions.  
One wise elder came up to the pastor and said, “You have it 
all wrong.  We must celebrate the sacrament.  How else will 
we know that we are one body in Christ.  Only by coming 
together in this holy meal can we learn how to live as one.”


