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“Abiding in Love”
1 John 4:7-21 & John 15:1-8

I made an effort this week to calculate the number of times I’ve actually had to prepare a sermon.  I have been in the active Christian ministry for thirty years. Over half of those years have been spent here at Keawala‘i.

I have never been good at math but my best calculation seems to suggest that I’ve preached over a thousand times in one setting of the church or another.  It’s nowhere near the number of sermons many of my colleagues have preached over the course of their lifetimes.

I’ve often wondered when it was that I would find myself repeating something I may have said in a sermon years ago or just the other week.  I’ve also wondered if I would even remember that I had said something years ago or just the other week.

That thought occurred to me this week.  I don’t remember if what I am about to share with you is something I’ve shared with you before.  If I have, you get to hear it again.  If I haven’t, then this will be new to all of you.

It was difficult not to think about my mother this week.  In addition to celebrating the Festival of the Christian Home and Family Week, we are also celebrating Mother’s Day.  

My mother and I did not have the best relationship as parent and child.  I would confess that if there was any difficulty, I know now it was more my doing than hers.

Long after growing into the adulthood years of my life, I remember saying to my youngest brother one day that I wished my mother and I could have an adult conversation.  Whatever expectations I may have had about my relationship with my mother it was my brother who said, “Mama will always be mama.”


I envied the way in which he was able to accept her without expectations and in that way free himself of any disappointments.  “Mama will always be mama.”

But I wanted more.  Throughout the various holiday seasons of the year my mother was accustomed to hearing from all of us.  Back then – before cell phones, emailing and texting - it was a telephone call by land line to say “hello” and offer good wishes for whatever the occasion may have been.

The conversation usually went something like this:

“Hello, mom!?!  It’s Clifford.”  I used my English name back then.

“Oh, hello,” she would say in almost a whisper as though to hint that something was amiss.  It always worked.

“Are you okay?” I asked more out of obligation than concern.

“Oh, I’m okay.  It’s just that the weather has been so hot lately.”

Her assessment of the weather would always depend on the season.  Sometimes it was too cold or too windy.  And if she didn’t talk about the weather she would talk about her most recent ailment.

“Oh, I just have a cold.”  Or, “I just have an upset stomach.”  Or, “I have the flu.”

Eventually she would ask me, “How you?”

“I’m okay!” I would answer thinking how ironic it was that I would end up at a loss for words.  Yes, I wanted an adult conversation with my mother but in many ways I was still a child – I was still her child.

After a moment or two we would both fall silent.  

“Well, mom, I need to go.” I would say as a way to break the silence.

“I know,” she said.

No matter how quickly I may have blurted out that I needed to go, my mom would always have the last word:  “Love you!”

I would stumble over myself in response, “Love you, too!” And then hang up.

Whatever expectations I may have had about having an adult conversation with my mother were immediately laid to rest.  As awkward as our conversations were about the weather  and about our health, what mattered most to my mother was that all of us – her four sons and one daughter – knew that we were loved.

My mother died ten years ago but her abiding love for each of us remains.  In our family today our telephone conversations always end the same way whether sibling to sibling, uncle to nephew, or auntie to niece, or cousin to cousin.  We never say goodbye.  

The final words are always the same.

“Love you.”

“Love you too.”

In some ways the bond of love between parent and child and between brothers and sisters is not unlike the metaphor Jesus used to describe his relationship to God and to the early disciples.  “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower.  I am the vine, you are the branches.”  (John 15:1; 5)

The vine is a familiar image in Hebrew Scriptures.  Vineyards were an important part of the agricultural life of ancient Israel.  

Cultivating the vines was no easy task.  It required extensive work.  Strong walls and watchtowers were built to protect the vines from people and animals.  

Most of the grapes became wine.  A vineyard that was productive was seen as a sign of God’s favor.  

The ancient prophets used this image to describe ancient Israel as the vine and God as the one who tends it (Isaiah 5:1-7)  When cultivated well the fruit of the vine is justice but where injustice flourishes the vine falls into ruin.

Jesus calls himself “the true vine” and identifies the disciples as the branches.  The community is one body with many members in the same way that one vine has many branches that nourish its growth.  It is from the stem of the vine that the branches draw their strength.

Jesus calls upon those who follow him to abide – to remain – in his love. 

A moment ago I said that the image of the vine was a familiar image in Hebrew Scriptures.  That image and other images used by the writers of what we refer to as the Old and New Testaments make sense within the geographical and cultural context of modern Israel and Palestine.

It is the vine of the vineyard that produces the fruit that is borne by its branches.  It makes sense that Jesus would use the image of the vine and the branches producing good fruit to refer to himself and the disciples in emphasizing the way in which they would be able to produce the fruit of love through their lives.

In our reading from The First Letter of John the writer is aware that the community is divided over differences of belief.  Some members have left.  The writer of the letter tells us how important it is to abide in God’s love so that others will see the fruit of that love.

I have sometimes imagined what it would be like to pray to God about all of the woes in my life and at the end say, “Well, I gotta go,” and then to hear God say, “Love you.” 

“Love you too.” 

And then to hear God add, “Then love your brother and love your sister . . . that you may bear much fruit.”  Amen
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