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• I love to remember landing at the Memphis airport for the first time. We 
were in an old Southern Airlines DC-9. Everything outside was bright in the 
strong mid-day sunlight. When the flight attendant opened the door of the 
plane, it was as if a hot wet blanket came in and covered us. And it felt 
great! Now you can tell from my accent that I did not grow up in the south. 
So the only explanation I can provide for why first visiting the south, and 
then living in the region, was so congenial to me, is the climate. I think the 
summer heat and humidity of the south reminds of me of living in Southeast 
Asia, where I grew up. 

• I have lived in California and on Puget Sound; I have lived in New York City 
and in New England. But, compared to other parts of this country, much 
about the South at first seems exotic. Aside from the tropical heat, I was 
struck by the broad range of plants and trees and other living things that are 
natural to that region. Especially in Louisiana, there seem to be many more 
kinds of insects and reptiles, and most of them much larger than I have seen 
anywhere else. 

• Three kinds of plants in particular caught my attention when I first lived in 
Tennessee. Magnolia trees in bloom are an irresistible sight, and—like 
gardenias—the lush smell of the blossoms is unforgettable. Another memory 
was my first drive through farmland on the old highway between Memphis 
and Paris, Tennessee. I pulled to the side of the road to look at fields 
covered with rows of blooming pink and purple flowers. What are those, I 
wondered – only later to discover that they were cotton plants in blossom, 
early in the season, before they would turn to the white puffs that are so 
much more recognizable. 

• But the most memorable plant discovery I made was kudzu. Kudzu was 
introduced into the United States from southern Japan and southeast China, 
as a way to control soil erosion. Boy, does it ever! The problem with kudzu is 
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that —at least in the South— it literally takes over everything! Whole sections 
of the right of way on I-40 between Memphis and Nashville are draped with 
the stuff. Not only will it cover the ground and eventually trees – it will grow 
over houses and anything else in its way, leaving the area looking like 
Angkor Watt before the French got there. It’s a powerful image, when all you 
see is a web of netting created by the great vine that reaches out to 
encompass the world around it. 

• But consider for a moment the most tender of vines – the English pea vine, 
gently reaching out and spreading itself over a small trellis. There is a quality 
of humility suggested by both the tender English pea vine and the mighty 
kudzu. We find it in the way that both pea vines and kudzu receive and 
depend upon whatever is around them for form and structure. They start 
with, and accept, the presence of what they find. Both vines are persistent in 
extending shoots to reach out and embrace what is near, and then, what is 
further. But both depend upon what they grasp, for the shape of how they 
end up. 

• How interesting it is, then, that among his many memorable “I AM” 
statements, Jesus identified himself with a vine. By saying this, he compared 
himself with something very different from the famous mighty oaks and 
cedars mentioned the Scripture. For he humbly accepts the limitations of 
our ‘form.’ He adapts himself to our circumstances, so as to be truly one with 
us. Like a vine, he has reached out and embraced us. And his metaphor 
suggests that, like so many of the vines of this world, his reach continues to 
extend and extend. Through us, he stretches ever further, to touch and 
include whomever will come within the grasp of his embrace. 

• There is a simple beauty in this image of a vine. Consider the element of its 
strength. Have you ever tried to push a rope? You will get nowhere, for the 
strength of a rope does not lie in its power to push. But when a rope is 
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secured at both ends, it is something else entirely. And in this regard, a vine 
is like a rope – for its strength is not displayed in pushing, but rather in 
binding and in holding together what it has secured in its embrace. Quite 
simply, a vine hugs what it reaches. 

• John, in his first letter, wants to make a simple point: We should not be 
absorbed with the fact that we love God, but that God first loved us. We are 
found, before we find God. And we find God only when we discover 
ourselves as already found. We are clasped by the outreaching vine. And 
then, in finding ourselves held, we are asked to become yet another 
outreaching branch in an ever-extending ‘great embrace.’ 

• In reaching out to the human community, God in Jesus has embraced the 
shape and form of existing things. And through him, and in the mysterious 
power of the Holy Spirit, God has woven a living fabric between us and 
around us. The beauty of this fabric is to be found in its pliable strength – a 
kind of strength we’re not very used to – a gentle power that does not push 
or impose – but a power which is at the same time able to pull and link, to 
bind and support, everyone who comes within the reach of its saving 
embrace. 

• Jesus tells us today that he is the vine, and we are the branches. The point 
toward which his teaching heads is that we are to bear fruit ~ indeed, to 
bear much fruit. As we reflected last week, by becoming one with him in 
Baptism, we become fully alive, precisely because his new life is now our 
new life. To be fully alive is to bear much fruit, the fruit of his presence within 
us. We become his witnesses as we manifest his new life within ourselves, 
wherever we are, and in whatever we do. As John tells us in our Epistle, “by 
this, we know that we abide in him, and he in us, because he has given us of 
his Spirit.”  And, as John says, “if we love one another, God lives in us, and 1

his love is perfected in us.”  2

© Stephen Holmgren 2018 / Sermon for Easter 5  B 18, Apr. 29, 2018                                              !3



E A S T E R    5,   Apr. 29,  2018, Year B

• The truth that Jesus and John are teaching us is both passive and active, and  
is both objective and subjective. After Baptism, God abides within us, and 
God has given us the gift of the Spirit. Having been given these real and 
true gifts, we are then asked to embrace and nurture them, and act upon 
having received them. Jesus says, “Abide in me, as I abide in you.”  Or, as 3

The Message translates it, “Make your home in me just as I do in you.” In 
other words, ‘since I have come to make myself one with you, why don’t you 
consciously choose to make yourself one with me?’ The main way we do this 
is by offering the Eucharist together. 

• Jesus says, “I am the bread of life,”  and “I am the vine.” Whatever else these 4

images may mean, they have a eucharistic reference. And the bread and 
wine that we use for Eucharist have this in common ~ they are what they are 
because of yeast. Yeast is the leavening or transforming agent, which 
permeates the whole and changes it into a remarkable new thing. The Spirit 
of the Risen Jesus has this same effect within us. His Spirit transforms us 
entirely, and prepares us to celebrate our new eucharistic life together. 
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Kudzu vines overtaking the remains of a building 
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John 15:1-8  

Jesus said to his disciples, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. He removes 
every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it 
bear more fruit. You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you. 
Abide in me as I abide in you. Just 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. 
Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do 
nothing. Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and withers; such 
branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. If you abide in me, and my words 
abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. My Father is glorified 
by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples.” 

The readings appointed for this day (Easter 5, Year B) are:  

 Acts 8:26-40;  Psalm 22:24-30;  1 John 4:7—21;  John 15:1—8 

NOTES
 See 1 John 4:13, in context.1

 1 John 4:12.2

 See John 15:4, in context.3

 See John 6:35, in context.4
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