PAGE  
2

I am the vine; you are the branches

By Fr. Anastasios Gounaris

In John 15:1-8, our Lord is quoted as saying:

“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. Remain in me, as I also remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.  I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If you do not remain in me, you are like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples."

Growing up in New Bedford, Massachusetts, I often saw my father pruning the weaker branches from his beloved grapevines in the back yard.  He did so patiently, methodically, constantly - so that the stronger branches that showed promise could flourish.  I was thoroughly convinced that there wasn't a branch, leaf or even tendril that he didn't know intimately.  He plucked off individual Japanese beetles and parasites that would suck the life from the vines and applied copper sulphate powder to ward off mildew and fungal infections.  He poured himself - mind, body and soul - into the task.  He loved those vines.

What did he get in return for all of this work?  The vines produced.  Boy, did they produce!  The size and quantity of grapes from that arbor consistently provoked the envy of his Greek and Portuguese friends.  As he brought in baskets of grapes, you would have thought that he was as proud of them as he was of us, his sons.  Actually, in a way, I think he was.

When I first read these words of Jesus, I instantly understood their meaning.  I had seen it demonstrated all my life, before my very eyes.  Over the years I had seen how my father would fret and worry - and how the vines would decline precipitously - if we were on vacation or were otherwise away for more than a few days.  My father and the vines had a partnership, a symbiotic relationship.  They had to remain with each other in order for the relationship to produce fruit.

Every summer we enjoyed that fruit, we were nourished by it - not to mention the preserves and μουσταλευριά that was produced and distributed widely.  That relationship benefited my father's family, his neighbors, his friends.  It made our late summers incalculably sweeter.

And it was all because the vines "remained" with him and, most importantly, that he remained with them.  He stood by them - winter, spring, summer and fall - and never failed them.

As we approach the start of the Dormition period and of the new ecclesiastical year we must ask ourselves:  Will we invite God the Father to be the gardener of our lives?  Will we remain with - stick with - Jesus Christ so that we can be strong and productive and thus bear fruit for Him and His Church and His People?

Or will we remain separated - apart - from Christ and prove useless to Christ and His Church, only to be pruned away from the Vine and be thrown into the eternal fire?

Thoughout Church history, the Heavenly Gardener has seen to it that the strong and productive Christian stewards have been nurtured - and that the lazy and foolish and non-productive have been stripped away.  Do we think that we will receive our "due reward" just because of an accident of birth - because our parents happened to baptize us and raise us in the Faith?  It didn't work for those original children of Abraham who weren't faithful.  No, our Heavenly Father is looking for active and productive "branches" that are connected to the True Vine, Jesus Christ.  And if we are not productive, then He will graft on new branches - converts - to continue the work of spreading the Good News of His Resurrection throughout the globe.

In Luke 3:8-9 John the Forerunner tells those who came to him:

"Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.”

Whether or not we produce fruit using the time, talents and resources that God has given us is up to us.  However, if we squander our divine inheritance the consequences are clear - we will be pruned and cut off from His Grace and He will "raise up" other children to do the work of His Church upon this earth.

Mull over these words well and, after considering them in your heart, consider making the 2011-2012 ecclesiastical year the occasion for cleaving ever more closely to Christ, so that we can produce fruits worthy of Him - and His Holy Name.

