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Oil & Wine  Fifth Sunday of Easter 10 May 2009
• Acts 9:26-31  • Ps 22 (21) 26-18, 30-32  • 1 John 3:18-24  • John 15:1-8

Today and next Sunday, portions of the Last Supper discourse of John’s gospel are proclaimed. Chronologically, this comes before Jesus’ passion and resurrection narrative, but what we are celebrating is not just a past historical sequence of events. The scriptures immerse us in liturgical remembering: a remembrance of the past that has significance for our present and future. Today we are at another supper table; we listen to Jesus speaking to us now in the Liturgy of the Word and, by our gathering as a eucharistic community, we express our willingness to tangle our lives with him, the True Vine, and with all the other branches that have been grafted onto this stock through baptism.
The image of the vine evoked rich associations for the people of Israel with both their Hebrew scriptures and their daily life. It would have been the same for Jesus as an observant Jew and searcher and interpreter of these scriptures. Israel was described as the vine that the Gardener God transplanted from Egypt into the soil of the Promised Land so that it could flourish (Ps 80:8-13), and as the vine that grew from the seed that the Eagle Wings God plucked from a Lebanon cedar which, when dropped in Israel’s soil, became a great and noble vine (Ezek 17:1-8). After the exile, the prophet Hosea promised that the life of the people in their own land would flourish and blossom like a vine protected from the heat of suffering by their overshadowing God (Hos 14:7). In life and in death, the image of the vine was before Jewish eyes: in the image of clusters of grapes on one facade of the Jerusalem Temple and on the tops of its columns, and as a favourite image carved into burial sites and tombs. The early Christians were later to paint the vine on the walls of the catacombs as a reminder of Jesus, the True Vine, who was planted in the soil of our humanity so that we might share his eternal life.
The vine is a radically non-hierarchical image of the people of God and their relationships. On the vine all the branches are so intertwined that it is almost impossible to see where one branch stops and another starts. As they grow, all tangle together from the central stock, undifferentiated by anything except their fruitfulness. So does the Christian community grow from the ‘stock’ of Christ, enlivened by the surging sap that flows from his death and resurrection. The healthy and productive vine is a fruit-bearing plant, and in the Fourth Gospel ‘fruit’ is the way in which John describes good works. At Easter, we welcomed the newly baptised who accepted the invitation to tangle their lives with Jesus and their already baptised sisters and brothers. To us they give the witness of their fruitfulness, and we accept the responsibility of helping them to grow in their commitment to Christ the True Vine. 
To remain healthy and productive, the vine must be pruned by our vine dressing God. The initial pruning has been done by his words, Jesus tells his disciples, but throughout our lives more pruning will be needed when a runner of individualism shoots out on its own way, or a wayward sucker feeds on self-interest. Both of these draw life away from the vine. So either some short, sharp snipping or some more radical pruning of the vine may be needed. At other times, the Vinedresser God recognises the greater potential of an already fruit-bearing branch, and with this the need for heavier pruning. After such pruning, the branch may not bear for some time, but then it bursts out with a tremendous yield. Even though he was without sin (cf. 2 Cor 5:21), Jesus accepted the most drastic pruning of his passion and death and, after three days, he burst from the grave to bear the fruit of the world’s salvation and to enable the branches of the Christian  community, in all generations, to thrive on his resurrected life and themselves bear fruit. Isaiah had earlier sung a plaintive “love song of the vineyard” (Is 5:1-7) which, when heard in the Liturgy of the Word, should never be understood as an ‘infidelity versus fidelity’ comparison between Judaism and Christianity, but rather as a reminder that both faith communities need to be pruned of unproductive branches.
For a wandering people, vineyards symbolised a place of abiding, of settling down and being at home, where people can sit peacefully under their own vines. Not only is its food and drink enjoyed by the owners, but the vine is also a place of gathering and a source of hospitality for others. For the prophets, this hospitality of the vine became an image of the cosmic hospitality of God to which Israel looked forward in messianic times (e.g. Is 65:21). Eight times in the eight verses of the gospel that we hear proclaimed today, the word “abide” – or “dwell” in some translations – is used. This abiding, this being ‘at home,’ is most intimate, most secure, because it is an indwelling in Jesus, the True Vine.
Homelessness is one of the greatest contemporary social tragedies, played out on our streets and also on the larger world scene. In recent months, boatloads of asylum seekers have set out in the desperate hope that they will find a welcoming home in Australia. Corrupt people smugglers, flimsy and unseaworthy boats, sickness and possible death, cannot destroy their dreams of dwelling in peace and justice. Inhospitable laws and political cowardice in the face of uninformed public opinion can do that. We have the responsibility to advocate for these people in whatever ways are open to us: for example, by ourselves being informed about the rights of asylum seekers under the United Nations Charter; by talk with and talk back in daily conversation, or in writing and ‘computer conversation’ with the media and our politicians; by participation in events in support of the asylum seekers; and by our prayer for these people who are escaping from ‘new pharaohs.’
In the first reading from the Acts of the Apostles, we have a moving example of the ‘homelessness’ of Saul (not yet called Paul). After his conversion, he attempts to join the Christian community in Damascus, but having experienced him as a persecutor of Christians, they are understandably afraid and suspicious of him. Is it possible that Saul could be truly grafted onto the True Vine? Some planned to kill Saul, but those who had accepted him helped him to escape to Jerusalem. There too he has to prove his converted credentials. As with all successful discernment, trustworthy information is needed, and Barnabas, the respected ‘son of encouragement’ (cf. Acts 4:36-37), encourages Saul by his belief for him, speaks for him, and succeeds in having Saul accepted by the Jerusalem community as a fruit-bearing branch. But the definitive affirmation of Saul comes when he endures painful ‘pruning’ because of another plot to kill him, this time by some Hellenist Jews. The Christian community in Jerusalem is then confirmed in their acceptance of Saul, offers him shelter among them, and sees him safely to his home city of Tarsus. And what is our attitude to strangers? Are we ready to judge them suspiciously because of their different languages, different cultural customs, different faith traditions, rumours we have heard about them – or are we willing to act as ‘sons and daughters of encouragement’ to them?
For the responsorial psalm, some of the thanksgiving verses of Ps 22 are used. On Passion Sunday we used the lamentation verses of this psalm, but in the Easter season we pray the verses of praise and thanksgiving. We are caught up into the movement of psalmic prayer that carries us out of despair into hope, out of experience that is oriented to death into that of life, out of the present assembly into the gathering of future generations, and so out of our own small worlds into the vision of all nations gathered in praise of God. And because we are now an assembly gathered in the risen Christ, we, “the children yet unborn” in the psalmist’s generation, can declare with a certainty unimaginable for the psalmist, that: “These things the Lord has done.”
 In its author’s own way, the reading from the First Letter of John emphasizes the love that Christians should practise. It is to be a love that is not just empty words, but one that is proved by our deeds. God knows our deepest truth and sees the reasoning of our hearts, not as a kind of ‘police man’ watching to catch us out, but as someone who looks on us with loving kindness – because God made us out of love and for love, and will never use that love against us. We may feel shame, act unlovingly, endure dilemmas of conscience, but God is greater than our own hearts, his love and forgiveness infinitely more expansive. To acknowledge this is the work of God’s Spirit within us, a pruning that we are called to humbly accept for the sake of ripening and greater fruit-bearing.
In Australia, today is also celebrated as Mother’s Day, and the first words of the second reading surely apply to mothers who respond the call to “let us love not in word or in speech, but in truth and action.” Such mothers, living or dead, are surely ‘pruned’ by the loving self-sacrifice of their lives, blessed by God and, we hope, experience the gratitude of their children.  We might also pray today those who have not known such mothers, and for mothers struggling to love in the face of great difficulties.
Benedictine stability, the first of the Benedictine vows (RB 58.9), has been described as ‘sticking with it’, an abiding in a situation and relationship. Both within the monastic community and beyond, it means remaining grafted onto one’s community or church, husband or wife, family or friends, even though, as time passes, aspects of the relationship become more disagreeable or dull. Stability is not a matter of gritting one’s teeth and ‘putting up’ with a situation, and at times wise counsel and prayer are needed to help a person discern what pruning may be needed for the sake of the spiritual and physical health of all involved, especially in the context of a mobile world of increasingly disposable relationships and careers. 
For some men and women, stability means commitment to a lifelong physical abiding in one monastery, but whatever its external expression, what is most important is the deep stability of heart, the enduring commitment to seeking God and living gospel values in whatever our particular way of life.  A husband and father, who is also a Benedictine Oblate, once remarked that he found that stability was gradually preventing him from daydreaming about ‘what if…’, and so he was more able to insert himself into what he was doing, realistically and presently, in his married, family, and working life. And so, from day to day, he was challenged to live with a new intensity, and more easily recognise God in the everyday. 

