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Watermelons, Grapes and Jesus

John 15: 1-11, Colossians 1:1-14

This summer, for the first time, I started a vegetable garden --nothing too ambitious--squash, tomatoes, cucumbers and watermelons.   I assumed you just dug up the ground, worked in some peat moss, added the plants, watered, and, viola, the vegetables grew.  

It hasn’t really been that simple.  The dog trampled on two plants, and some varmints got another.  It has been hot as all get out, and it hasn’t rained much in months.  I think I knocked most of the blooms off the one squash plant when I turned the hose on it with too much force.

But the watermelons-- those vines have spread out everywhere.    I was thrilled to see that there are six baby watermelons.  Most days I eagerly look to see if the watermelons have grown.   If I get one mature watermelon, it will have been worth the effort.  Two would be a bonanza.   More watermelons would be amazing.

In his letter to the Colossians, Paul gives thanks for the bumper crop of faith that he has heard about in the Colossians’ church.  Paul is full of thanksgiving.  He hasn’t met the Colossians yet, but the reports of them are impressive.  The Colossians have come to believe in Jesus.  We don’t know how.  Maybe they were Jews or folk already attracted to the one God and the moral teaching of Judaism.   Maybe someone had invited them to a house church.  Maybe they had seen this tiny group of people offering help to those that other people shunned.  We don’t know how they came to Jesus.  We simply know that the soil of their souls has been seeded with hope.  They had received forgiveness and grace like dry earth soaking up life-giving water.  The experience of Christ has blossomed into love for others and born fruit in deeds of mercy.  The widow, the orphan, the cast-off children have been brought into the community—fed, clothed and loved.

They have begun to experience what it is to be alive in Christ, to be part of an organic, living relationship with God through Jesus.  Like branches spreading, curling off a grape vine, they have the sense of growth and power coming from Jesus, the grape vine.  Jesus talked about himself as the true vine—grown and pruned by God to bear abundant fruit.  Jesus tells us that he is the vine and we are the branches.  Those who abide in Jesus and he in them bear abundant fruit of love.  The Colossians know that Jesus is the Living Lord, and they have experienced his life-giving power.

A friend told me that years ago, she was invited to a prayer group.  The thought made her a bit uncomfortable, but she liked the person who asked her, so she went.  Once a week, they got together and prayed for each other, for friends and neighbors, for the church. They prayed that their own faith would be deepened.  The prayer group changed her life.  She experienced the presence of God/Jesus/the Holy Spirit.  God became real, and the gospel became alive for her.

Surprisingly, Paul was writing to a church in conflict.  Colossae was a commercial town, located near an important trade route.  People brought goods and many philosophies and religions as well, on these roads. Rival teachings were threatening the church.  It was an unstable time with Paul himself in chains in prison.  The market was king; Caesar called himself divine.  Roman armies controlled vast areas and populations.

So after Paul nearly busts a gut giving thanks for the Colossians’ faith, later in the letter, he reminds the Colossians that, despite all evidence to the contrary, Jesus is Lord, more powerful than Caesar, armies, markets, or the chains that bind him.   Paul’s poetic language mounts phrase on phrase because Christ is just too big to be contained.  Christ is the image of the invisible God, in which all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell—all the love, justice, mercy, compassion, power and beauty of God was in Jesus. As Eugene Peterson translates, “Christ was supreme at the beginning and ---leading the resurrection parade—he is supreme in the end… all the broken and dislocated pieces of the universe—people and things, animals and atoms—get properly fixed and fit together in vibrant harmonies, all because of his death, his blood that poured down from the cross.” (The Message, page 2145)

For some of us, this kind of imagery may not make a whole lot of sense--such a majestic Jesus and Jesus as near as our own breath.  Such an intimate relationship with a present, powerful Jesus may seem impossible or frightening or embarrassing or off-putting.  What does it mean?  What are we supposed to do?

A growing, deepening relationship with God is rooted in prayer.  Some years ago, Basil Pennington was leading a class in Richmond on centering prayer, a form of contemplative prayer.  He told of a man who had come to one of his classes who wanted to grow in his relationship with God.  The man, I’ll call him, Sam, decided to give prayer a shot, but he didn’t tell anyone he was praying, in case it didn’t work.  He went to the office early when no one was there and prayed.  Then when Sam got home at night, before dinner, he would go into the bathroom and sit in the dry tub, fully dressed, and pray, because it was the only private place in the house.  Over a couple of months, he became more patient, kind, less frantic.  He wasn’t aware of it, but he was growing in relationship with God.

One evening Sam’s wife confronted him angrily.  “What is happening to you?  You’ve changed.  Why are you going to work early?  Why do you disappear when you come home?  Are you having an affair?”  “No, I’m not having an affair.” he said, “I’m praying.”  A little skeptical, Sam’s wife listened as he explained.  Then she said, “Okay, after you finish your prayer time, you watch the kids, and I’ll sit in the tub and pray.”

When I look at my watermelons, they don’t seem to grow much day to day.  But over time, I see the growth.  Prayer takes time, and the results are not immediately apparent, but it does bring us closer to God, and love, patience, humility, and mercy grow in us.  Cultivating joy helps, too.

 I was reviewing adult curriculum this week.  It is a tedious task, but one study made me smile.  John Ortberg, in The Life You Always Wanted: Spiritual Disciplines for Ordinary People, suggested that we set aside a time for joy each week.  Listen to the music that makes us joyful, do something that makes us joyful, have lunch with someone who just makes us feel good.  And give thanks to God.  “We all have people who are joy drainers,” he said, “people who just suck the joy right out of you.  Don’t talk with them on that day.”  Instead, list your blessings, slow down.  Relish the sweetness of a good watermelon, fresh corn and tomatoes off the vine.  Immerse yourself in beauty.  Give thanks to God.

Prayer connects us with the living God.  Joy and thanksgiving remind us of the goodness of God.  Reading scripture keeps us attached to the vine.  Read scripture until it lives in you, until it starts to shape the way you think and the decisions that you make.  It probably feels like you don’t have time to read scripture and pray.  But even ten minutes a day of reading scripture, quietly, slowly will bring us closer to God.   Set a timer if you need to.  Trust that your emails will still be there later.  Don’t answer the phone.  Read scripture, because there will be days when a word leaps off the page and you know that God is speaking to you and the word will give you guidance, strength and power to what is right and good and Godly.

Of course, in any Christian life, there are periods of drought.  There will be times when we fare no better than the squash plants in my tiny garden when I turned the hose on them full force.   Something will come along and knock the blooms right off us.  The news of the oil spill, the wars, or the lackluster economy may erode our trust in God.  A friend’s cancer, our own struggles, or a conflict can try our faith. 

 In the midst of all that life throws at us, remember that Jesus is Lord, that Jesus is near.  God in Christ has the last word.  Such knowledge helps us to live more fully, bearing fruit of love, receiving a strength that is not our own.

Like a garden tended and watered, like a grape vine carefully cultivated and pruned, 

may we grow, individually, and as a organic living body, abiding in Jesus, bearing the fruits of love and mercy to the glory of God.
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