JESUS, THE TRUE VINE – DOM ALEXANDER GEORGE

I am sure that it is no accident that the Master of Ceremonies had a smile on his face when he put me down to preach on today’s gospel of the True Vine: for several years I was President of the Vintners Society!  In those days we had our very own vine outside the Old House, until the Head Master cut it down earlier this year!  So I am going to talk about vines.

The wood of the vine is useless except as a channel for life. You can’t use wood from a vine to make anything useful like this lectern or a cricket bat. In the winter, the vine looks completely dead.   But at this time of year, the vines are burgeoning with new life, channelling the sap to the branches to form clusters of grapes. The whole purpose of the vine is to produce fruit. And the fruit is not produced for its own benefit – the grapes are picked to make wine to make us glad, to celebrate life. The roots of the vine go deep down into the earth bringing nourishment to the branches. There is more out of sight underground than there is above it.
Why does Jesus call himself the TRUE vine? Whenever Jesus calls himself the True something in John’s Gospel (the TRUE or GOOD Shepherd; the TRUE Bread which came down from Heaven, and so on) he is deliberately contrasting himself with Israel and its failure to produce fruit for God.  The Old Testament is full of passages where Israel is seen as God’s vineyard, which has not produced good grapes.  Something has gone wrong in the fulfilment of God’s purpose.

When Jesus left the Upper Room with his disciples after the Last Supper to go to the Garden of Gethsemane where he would be arrested, he would have passed down the Kidron Valley.  In the moonlight, the little band would have passed the great wall of the Temple.  What did they see there?  A great golden vine, carved as a reminder of Israel’s true vocation – to bear fruit for God. Christian iconography also makes copious use of the image of the vine.  There are two stained glass windows in this church (the Jesse Window above me and the window in St Benedict’s Chapel) that use the vine as an image of bearing fruit for Christ. You see all those saints who have been branches of the vine.  They all fed on Christ in the Eucharist as do we. The Mass is the great source of our Christian life. It is the taproot plunging down into the life of the Trinity.

Jesus tells us how we can bear fruit for God: by abiding in him and so sharing in the life of the Holy Spirit. For many of you, this term will be memorable as the term when you receive the sacrament of Confirmation, when you are sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit enables us to believe that we are truly loved by God, that we are loveable. And we are helped to achieve love of each other, which is what the Church is all about. What does this love look like? 

St Paul gives us two passages that help us here. 

1 Corinthians 13: 4-7: 

Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful it does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

I believe that Paul is giving us a pen portrait of Jesus here.  He is all these things; but are we? 

In Galatians 5:22-23, Paul lists the fruits of the spirit. They are beautiful. 

Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.

As we come closer to Pentecost, and as some of you approach your Confirmation Day, let us all pray for a great outpouring of the Holy Spirit in the whole Church, and in each one of our lives.
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