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I am the vine, you are the branches. 

One of the lovely things I have experienced as a minister has been acting as celebrant at the weddings of the 
children of friends and family. I took the wedding of one of my nieces a couple two summers ago at a 
vineyard in the Wairau Valley, one of New Zealand’s premier wine producing areas. There’s something 
about the quality of the soil in this fairly small area which gives the perfect conditions for a wide range of 
grape varieties. People travelling through there are often amazed. In parts of the Wairau Valley, it is literally 
wall to wall vineyards for about ten kilometres down the main highway. So exceptional is this small area of 
soil that every bit of it is covered in vineyards. The only indication that one vineyard has finished and the 
next has started is a small dividing fence and a new name sign out the front.  

Well, in January at the height of summer the vineyards are lush and green as far as the eye could see. I don’t 
know how many of you are familiar with the appearance of a grapevine. In your average vineyard they are a 
rather sculptured design, because if they just grow wild and find their own shape, the fruit is rather 
inaccessible to the fruit pickers, nor is there much of it. Careful pruning in the winter not only gives the 
vines a more accessible shape, but actually ensures that they will have a lot more fruit.  

One of the things you might notice about this sculptured shape of the grapevines is that there is a distinct 
trunk to the vine and then a thick tangled mass of branches at about shoulder height. The branches are so 
profuse and tangled and heavily leaf clad that without careful examination it is difficult to tell one branch 
from another and almost impossible to tell where one ends and the next one begins. “I am the vine and you 
are the branches,” says Jesus. Well, if you stand on the road side looking at the rows and contemplating the 
meaning of that statement, you’ll realise that this is not a promise that you will stand out from the pack in 
some special way, or receive any great fame or recognition.  

“I am the vine and you are the branches,” a tangled indistinguishable mass with one purpose and one 
purpose only - to produce fruit. “My father is the vine grower,” Jesus says. You can speak to any vine grower 
you like, and you will find that they do not have a favourite branch in their vineyard. There are only two 
types of branches - ones that produce fruit and ones that don’t and the latter get pruned off so then there’s 
only one type of branch. Of the good ones, no branch stands out as any more important than any other, 
they’re just all in together, tangled up and producing fruit.  

This couldn’t be more different than the ways we are accustomed to thinking. We’re more familiar with “I 
am the building and you are the staircase,” type thinking, so that we could set about determining where in 
the staircase we fitted. Are you a top step or a bottom step or somewhere in between? Even “I am the pine 
and you are the branches,” would be more comfortable to us, because then you’ve got big branches and 
little branches, and they stand out enough that you don’t just blend into the mass.  

“I am the vine and you are the branches, and my Father is the vine grower.” If that is really the way God 
evaluates us in the church it doesn’t allow us any basis on which to measure ourselves off against one 
another. It’s not a question of who is more useful, or more important, or a more significant witness. No 
basis for division or pride. Not the musical and the unmusical. The big givers and just scrape-bys. The 
educated and the ignorant. The well spoken and the inarticulate. The well qualified professionals and the 
welfare dependent. The marrieds with family and the single. The polite and the profane. Not even the faith-
filled and the doubters. You’re just abiding in Jesus, the vine, or you’re not. If you are, you will be fruitful, if 
you’re not you’ll be like a branch that’s been detached from the vine. Rootless and rapidly drying out.  



It’s a remarkably simple picture really, nothing hard to get your mind around. Living it is what takes the 
effort. But its also easy to determinedly put that effort in in the wrong place. If you’re anything like me, not 
that I’d wish that on you, you probably hear these words and start thinking, “Gee, how fruitful am I being? 
I’d better work harder at being fruitful.” Right? So then we set about working out what fruitfulness is, and 
the interpretation of that varies a bit depending on what sort of church you’ve been hanging around with, 
but generally it starts with something like Paul’s list of the fruits of the Spirit, which are, who knows? (love, 
joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control).  

Now there is nothing wrong with that list. It is a good list to want to shape your life around. And I don’t 
want to condemn anyone putting the work in to developing those things in their lives. As I said the 
emphases may vary a bit from church to church. Some will put more emphasis on joy while others will give 
detailed descriptions of how love and kindness work themselves out in the global economic system. None 
of them are necessarily wrong, and all of them have important insights into the nature of Christian living, 
but whichever version appeals to you most, working hard at being fruitful is not the appropriate response to 
these words of Jesus.  

So why is trying harder to be fruitful not the appropriate response? Haven’t I been saying that God the 
Vine-grower’s evaluation of us is on the basis of our fruitfulness? Well, Yes, but striving harder and harder to 
be fruitful is not the response. You see, what Jesus says after saying that God the vine grower wants us to 
bear more fruit, is not to try harder to bear more fruit, it is “Abide in me.” That is about relationship, not 
results. “Abide in me. Just as a branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you 
unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches.” 

Fruitfulness is a natural consequence of a developing relationship with Jesus Christ. Jesus says, “Those who 
abide in me and I in them bear much fruit.” He does not say “Those who work their guts out at being 
fruitful, at being loving, just, peaceful, gentle, self-controlled, patient etc. will by doing so find themselves 
related to me.” The equation runs the other way round. Strengthen your connection to Jesus Christ, graft 
yourself firmly on to the vine, draw deeply on the sap that is God’s Spirit and you will be fruitful. Eugene 
Peterson translates it as "Live in me. Make your home in me just as I do in you" (The Message). Just as we 
need the air to breathe, we need food and nourishment to live. We need shelter and community; we need a 
home.  

One more thing I get out of this image is that, while we are abiding in Jesus, like the branches on the vine, 
we are all interwoven. The branches, by their interweaving all support one another, giving the whole vine 
strength to stand up against wind and rain, shelter from the sun for the fruit, and all the while drawing 
strength and nourishment from the true vine. We live in a culture that tells us constantly that if we want to 
be worthwhile and productive people we must strive for independence, to stand on our own feet. The 
image of the rugged individualist is held up and revered. But Jesus is saying here that our fruitfulness is not 
based on our independence but on our interdependence. We are dependent on Jesus the vine for a healthy 
root system that will ensure our continuing fruitfulness, and we are interdependent on everyone else around 
us for strength and support. 

By our relationship to Jesus we have the capacity for fruitfulness, and by the development of that 
relationship that our fruitfulness will grow. By our relationship with one another as branches of the same 
vine we will be strengthened to bear the fruit. And let’s remember, before we get too pious, that the fruit of 
the vine whether eaten or drunk is there to be enjoyed. What fruits of yours have you given joy with? What 
fruits of others have you received joy from? What fruits of others have you supported as they have 
developed? What fruit would you like to develop with support from this congregation? 

Those who abide in me and I in them will bear much fruit. May it be so with us. 
The Word of Jesus is among us. 
Hear that Word


