B. 5th Sunday of Easter#3


                              

Jn15: 1-8

Scene
Jesus uses the metaphor of vine and branches to elucidate the union between himself and those who believe in him.

Background

These verses are part of the Last Discourse or farewell speech of Jesus, delivered at the Last Supper.  Vv. 1-6 are about the figure of the vine and branches.  Vv. 7-17 give an explanation of this figure in the context of Last (Supper) Discourse themes.  If we compare what is said here with other parts of the Last (Supper) Discourse, one distinctive feature is apparent: there is nothing futuristic in the description of the union between branches and vine.  Unlike many other passages of the Last (Supper) Discourse describing union with Jesus as belonging to the future (14: 3, 20-22; 15: 22, the Paraclete passages), in these verses the emphasis is on remaining in that union without the slightest reference to Jesus’ imminent departure.  In vv. 1-6 the disciples are already in union with Jesus.

The situation is quite different in 15: 7-17 (next Sunday’s text).  The themes of the Last (Supper) Discourse are found on every line.  In all likelihood vv. 1-6 originally belonged to another context, probably a Eucharistic one.

The vine, as a symbol for Israel, comes into prominence after Israel became an agricultural society. Like all symbols it derives its meaning from the culture. Israel is frequently depicted as the Lord’s vineyard, although most times in a negative vein. Israel failed to produce fruit and so was a disappointment to Yahweh. Nonetheless, fruitful or not, Israel remained as the Lord’s own vineyard, special to him among all the other vineyard/nations.

The vine was an emblem on the coins the Maccabeans minted during their brief hegemony.  On front of the Temple entrance there was a huge vine made of gold.  People would be honored to donate money for a bunch of golden grapes to be added as symbols of their family or of just one grape in honor of a loved one.  The vine was a particularly apt symbol.  It was grown all over Palestine.  It needs a great deal of attention to get the best fruit from it.  It must be grown in ground that is perfectly “clean.”  Drastic pruning is necessary for it to grow luxuriantly.  It is not allowed to bear fruit for the first three years and each year it is drastically cut back to develop and conserve its life and energy.  Even when mature it is still pruned to produce still more.

Now in Jn we are dealing with a vine rather than a vineyard, but the distinction is not sharp.  Since Jn sees the Christian believers as the real, genuine, true Israelites, the vine as a symbol of Jesus and his believers is, in a certain way, the symbol of the New Israel.

Text

v. 1 my Father: With the Father as vinedresser it is clear that Jesus is speaking of a vine that belongs

to the heavenly order.

v. 2 prunes: This verse describes the work of the vinedresser: 1) he cuts out the dead wood (unbelievers and apostates) so that the fruit-bearing branches can be more productive; 2) he continues to prune even the fruit-bearing branches by pinching off the little shoots so that the main fruit-bearing branches get all the nourishment.  (The dead wood would symbolize those guilty of mortal sin (cf. 1Jn 5: 16-17) while the fruitful branches needing constant pruning to remain “clean” would be those guilty of venial sin.)

v. 3 clean already: Christians are not totally clean of sin, just mortal sin.  Yet, they are “clean” of all

that prevents growth and fruit-bearing, thanks to the constant pruning and cleansing ability of God’s Word.

v. 4 live on in me, as I do in you: This is another version of Jesus’ great principle of divine mutual

indwelling. Frequent in Jn, it is mentioned in this epistle for the first time here.

v. 5 produce abundantly: This verse says positively what v. 4 said negatively.  Without the divine

indwelling one can not “bear fruit”.

v. 6: This verse deals with the fate of the branches that were cut off.   The Synoptics offer some interesting points of

comparison (Mk 9: 43; Mt 25: 41; and especially Mt 3:10, “Every tree that does not produce good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.”).

vv. 7-17: These verses unfold the implications of the indwelling theme of vv. 1-6.

vv. 7--9:  The requests of those who have conformed themselves to Jesus will be harmonious with what

Jesus wants and so be granted by the Father.  The Father was glorified in the mission of the Son.  Now that his mission is completed (in the earthly sense), the Father is glorified in the continuation of that mission by his disciples. The promise to grant what a disciple of Jesus asks is not a blanket invitation to ask for anything whatever, but rather a promise that anything asked for in conformity with Christ’s worldwide mission will be granted because it is also at the same time the Son’s request.

Reflection

What Christ promises and gives to those who believe in him and are committed to him is described by the simple and single word “life.” Christ does not promise to give us “all things.” He does not answer the basic human (and fleshly) prayer, “Dear God, give me all things that I may enjoy life.” Rather, he gives us life that we may enjoy all things.

Because union with Christ is life, it must constantly be protected against illness, disease and even lethargy. Jesus knows this as well as we do and so he uses the action of a vinedresser pruning to illustrate this truth. Not only are dead branches removed from the lifeline, but also unhealthy branches are given surgery and pruned.  By this Jn means all forms of idolatry whereby a Christian -in seeking some other lifeblood than that of the Lord- is actually disconnected from the only source of life/energy. The vinedresser does not sever the cords of life arbitrarily, but makes a judgment based on the obvious condition of death. The vinedresser severs the cords not to hurt the dead branch but to protect the life of the remaining branches and stimulate their growth. Thus, even less- than- completely- healthy branches are cut back to allow the life/energy to flow more vigorously into the veins or branches of the Christian in order to “bear fruit” more abundantly. This is not a form of “merit theology” (a form of idolatry itself, a worship of one’s own efforts). One bears fruit by virtue of the life of the vine, not by virtue of the effort of the branch.

The pruning instrument is the Word of God (not different from Jesus himself) which condemns the sick or impaired aspects of a Christian, lights those aspects up so they can be seen for what they are, as well as purifies or cleanses them and restores the vigorous health of the branch, opening up the clogged arteries, if you will, to let the blood (of Christ) flow freely.   Like pruning in viticulture, this is an ongoing process, a gradual growing in conformity to Christ himself. The more we have been pruned, purified by the Word, the more we conform to Christ, the healthier we are, the more fruit we bear, the more we love. Christ gives us not merely life, but abundant life.

Abundant or luxuriant life means more life than we actually need to merely survive. In fact it means more life than we need even to thrive. The Lord gives us this abundance of life not to store it up, selfishly collect surplus, but to give it to others, to give it away to those who have no or little life.

When we think about it, what Christ gives us is life, the necessary pre-condition for anything after that. Our life in and through Christ is a treasure to be cherished in, for, and of itself. It’s his blood flowing through our beings and so is of eternal quality and limitless quantity. Life, then, is more than physical, for the physical could not contain it. The physical can express it or an aspect or level of it, but not contain or imprison it. While the “pruning (back)” experiences of our lives may pinch, hurt, make us bleed, feel awful and seem like a loss, they are really opportunities for us to be rid of the clogs, clots, bumps, lumps, diseases and negatives, which really prevent our growth. They are not so bad as to cause us to be separated or excommunicated from the source of life, so we are grateful even for the pain they cause. The pain reminds us that we are still alive. Dead branches do not say “ouch” when they are severed, for the vinedresser, in severing them, is only recognizing a fact caused by the branch, not by the vine.

Key Notions

1. Human beings are either connected to or disconnected from the life source, God himself.

2. Being connected does not necessarily mean being healthy and productive.

3. The life energy is in constant danger of contracting disease of some sort or coming into contact with unhealthy elements.

4. Pruning may hurt, but is necessary for growth.

Food For Thought

There are three levels of interpretation of this text:

1.  Ecclesiological: The metaphor of the vine and branches is John’s equivalent of Paul’s notion of the body as a symbol for the Church.  The equivalence is not total; for example, there is nothing in John’s imagery matching Paul’s stress on the diversity of members; and the resemblance is to the earlier Pauline view where Christians are members of the physical body of Christ rather than to the later view where Christ is the head of the body.  But, granted these reservations, the idea of Christians being in Jesus is quite similar. We all live and share in the same blood supply, Christ himself.

2.  Eucharistic: The basic meaning of the vine is quite clear.  Just as Jesus is the source of living water and is the bread from heaven that gives life, so he is the life-giving vine.  Up to this point in Jn, metaphors that concern the receiving of Jesus’ gift of life have involved external actions: one has had to drink the water or eat the bread to have life.  The imagery of the vine is more intimate.  Drinking water and eating bread were symbols of believing in Jesus; the explanation in 15: 7-17 makes it clear that remaining on the vine is symbolic of love.  John places this imagery just before the death of Jesus, and, indeed, the explanation mentions sacrificial death.  (The only other place in the Gospel that “bearing fruit” is mentioned is in 12: 24 where it is stressed that the seed must die in order to bear fruit.)  The motif of the death of Jesus is, of course, part of all the accounts of the institution of the Eucharist.  The “I am the living bread” of 6:51 and the “I am the true vine” of 15:1 form a doublet not unlike “This is my body.” and “This is my blood.”

3. Personal: The image, after all is said and done, is primarily concerned with a personal relationship with Jesus and the believer, expressed in loving one another. Our union with the Lord Jesus is as intimate, intertwined, interconnected as the union of our own physical blood and every organ, tissue and cell of our bodies. Without the blood there is no life. But the blood is not ours; it is Jesus’ blood, both physical and spiritual blood. More intimate than this we cannot get.

The three levels are also interwoven. One cannot exist without the others, for they form a diversity of levels within a unity of life/blood/energy. One cannot really have a personal relationship of life and love with Jesus without also belonging to his wider community of life, the Church. One cannot be a branch of the Church without also having a personal relationship with the Lord. It is the Eucharist that makes this so. Once again we see the Trinity peeking over the horizon of our reflections showing the triune expression of the divine essence. These three levels or aspects- Ecclesiological, Eucharistic, and personal- may seem at first glance to be different, yet, looking deeper, they are just different expressions of the same reality: mutual indwelling.
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