	
Mother Ruth usually begins her sermon with a short humorous story or a joke.  It grabs your attention and sets a positive tone for the rest of the message. I have a joke but want to frame it in the proper context before I tell it.  Our first reading from Chapter 8 of the book of Acts tells the story often known as Phillip and the Ethiopian. It reads in part:” 30Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. "Do you understand what you are reading?" Philip asked. 1"How can I," he said, "unless someone explains it to me?" So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. “Phillip sat beside the Ethiopian and explained the passage and then told him the good news about Jesus.  
This passage is particularly appropriate because this weekend is both graduation day at NECC on Saturday and Mothers Day on Sunday.  As an instructor at Northeast I spend my time teaching, offering encouragement, and often explaining the meaning of what they are reading and learning and why it is important.  I have students for two years and then they graduate.  A student has his or her mother as a teacher for a lifetime.  A mother’s impact should not be underestimated. No matter how old you get or how far life takes you away from home and mom, she is still there beside you influencing your decisions. 



As I was growing up with 4 brothers and 2 sisters my mom had a handful. I am the small one in my family and you can imagine 7 siblings in tight quarters.  As we grew into our teenage years necessity forced my mom to come up with innovative disciplines.  Typically, rowdiness led to some misbehavior and a warning from mom. I have to admit that she always put up with far more than she should have before the pronouncement was made; five laps. That meant we had to run five laps around the outside of house and it was done with whatever clothing we had on at the time.  We never seemed to be wearing shoes inside, which was not good as there were random sandburs in the lawn on the west side of the house.  Mom always took the weather into account when setting the number of laps. One or two laps in the snow won’t harm you but it does make you scurry. So out the door we would go and typically on the first lap I was always mad at mom. By the second or third I would start to see the humor in the punishment as I watched out for stickers and realized that yes, I deserved to run. By the fourth or fifth lap you were just trying to finish and more than willing to go in and settle down.  None of my siblings ever refused to run or ever came back in mad. Perhaps this was because of our love for her and the knowledge that she was in her own loving way giving us correction and instruction. 


Each year mom bet on the World Series. If she lost she would make pumpkin pies for the winners. If she won, the loser had to replace the summer window screens with the glass storm windows.  What made the bet unique is that she would always bet on both teams; making sure that half of us bet on one and the other half the other. No matter what happened in the series, 4 or 5 pumpkin pies were baked and the house was winterized.  Much of my “out of the box thinking” comes from my mom.  
Every one of you probably has favorite stories to tell about your mom. Maybe that is why the “your momma” jokes are considered popular and funny. No matter who you are, each of us believes that our momma is better than “your momma”.  I know that is true because” your momma is so fat, that when we swerved to miss her we ran out of gas. “Okay, okay, I told you I had to tell a joke somewhere in this sermon.
In all seriousness, to all of the mothers in attendance I salute you. You provide instruction and inspire faith, love and hope in each of us. I have two daughters who are now themselves mothers. I am so proud, watching as they teach their children right from wrong and the good news of Jesus.  


Our second passage today teaches us about Gods love and sacrifice for us.  It states in part: “Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God, if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us. By this we know that we abide in him and he in us…”  This sets the stage for our third passage, the parable of the vine and the branches in which Jesus teaches his disciples to abide in him. 
It begins: "I am the true vine, and my Father is the vine-dresser.”  Jesus uses a metaphor to declare the path to salvation by comparing himself to a grape vine. 
The wild grape vine with its trailing branches is one of the lowest bushes and yet its fruit is highly prized. It was the favored fruit of kings for thousands of years. The wild unattended vine is easily damaged producing very little and poor quality fruit. Storms, animals, birds and careless people can easily bruise and damage the trailing branches and the flowers on it that produce the fruit. With a sense for survival the trailing branches seek out a host, in order to cling, to climb, to be lifted up towards the sun and produce its fruit above the ground.
Farmers in Israel at the time of Jesus planted their vineyards on the upper slopes of the hills above their grain crops to give them the best conditions possible. During spring, the farmers would prune their vines giving attention to each branch. With sharp pruning hooks they would cut away the dead wood on each branch or whole branches. Pruning is important. It is through pruning that the remainder of the branch grows strong. As it is pruned again and again with every season it becomes larger and stronger needing less support and is then seen as part of the main vine. As the branches become stronger they are able to support larger and more clusters of grapes. The abundance of fruit brings joy to its owner and to all those who feed on it.

Many times in the Bible, a story about a vineyard has been used to describe the people of Israel, the people of God, and to describe you and me. In this parable of the vine and its branches, Jesus points to us, to you and me, as those weak, bruised, trailing branches in need of continuous care and support. 

Like the wild unattended grape vine, people everywhere try to find care and support for themselves. However, in the eyes of God, our way of life, our society is still deep in sin. No matter how hard we try, our human efforts to help each other may not be enough and often miss the mark unless they include Jesus.  Jesus instructs and warns us: “Abide in me, and I in you. As the 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. He who abides in me, and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. If a man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire and burned”.
Jesus as the true vine can provide abundantly to all of his branches and to all those who are attached to him. That is GREAT News! 
Who is eligible to be part of the true vine, to receive the love of Jesus? Everyone and anyone! The followers of Jesus, the ones who travelled and had fellowship with him were no different than us. They were a mixed bunch. There were some who were educated, others uneducated, poor and rich, fishermen, tax collectors, carpenters, farmers, sick and healed people, hungry and fed people, criminals, and sinners of every kind. They were all a part, a branch of Jesus; the true vine.

The only thing that set them apart from other people was their relationship with Jesus. They were simply with him. While they were with Jesus the nurturing and caring process affected their lives. Even the pruning, perhaps a reproach, may have been painful at times but resulted in a healthier branch of the true vine. Jesus said to them, "You are already made clean by the word which I have spoken to you." Because of their fellowship with Jesus, they heard his words; words of encouragement, and at times of reproach. It was his words that continuously pruned and strengthened them to produce abundant fruit in the right season.


When we listen to the Word of God, to the words of Jesus we are like the disciples. We are in fellowship with Jesus, the true vine. Every time we listen to the Word of God, either from the Bible, on radio, from a friend or stranger, at church, or wherever and whenever, God is busy caring for us and gently pruning away the dead wood; often while we are unaware. Jesus continuously calls us to abide in him, which means to feed on the Word of God. In this way Jesus can abide in us, and we become part of the true vine. The Word of God makes us clean and ready for new growth and abundant fruit. 

What fruit will the true vine and its branches produce? The true vine produces a fruit that is distinctive like no other.  The branches that abide in Jesus are filled with the fruit of love, peace, hope, and joy. 
Jesus also provides life. This life comes to all those who are in fellowship with him, who are attached to him, and who come to him. There is no better place to go for care and support than to go to Jesus. Have fellowship with Jesus, listen to him, and discover the difference in your life. Then, let your life be filled with the fruit of Jesus. And in doing so, bring love, peace, hope and joy to the lives of others around you.

Amen.
		

