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The other night some 20 of us from this congregation traveled to the University of Portland to hear a lecture by Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa.  It was a spectacular event.   The pre-music represented the sacred music from several different religions – and it was great.   And Archbishop Tutu was outstanding.   You will remember that he was the organizing figure for black and white Christians in South Africa in the struggle to overturn the racist laws of apartheid.  

In many ways, Archbishop Tutu is very much the way that Martin Luther King Jr. would have been if he had lived to a ripe old age.   Very surprisingly, it turns out that Archbishop Tutu is a huge cut-up with a mischievous sense of humor.  He has thousands of stories to tell about the struggle for black freedom in South Africa and his life since.  He can tell stories about the advice that he gave Barack Obama or having to tell the Dalai Lama to stop fooling around and act like a holy man.  


After the lecture Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon assembled an inter-faith panel to ask him questions.   And there was one question, asked by a Native-American woman that I really wish that Archbishop Tutu would have answered – I could have used the answer in this sermon.   But instead he took another tack and never answered the question that he really was asked.  


The question was about the relationship between interfaith dialogue and the reconciliation of which we all dream.  What the young woman wanted to know was whether the battle against apartheid was shortened by the fact that religious groups all over South Africa and around the world were united in their belief that apartheid was unacceptable.  This young woman wanted to know if this same battle could have been won by just one religious group, or even by people with no religious affiliation at all.  I wonder what he would have said.

You may want to think about that as we look at this morning’s scripture.   It’s out of the 15th chapter of the Gospel of John and is one of the “I am” statements that I talked about last week.   It needs to be noted that is passage of scripture is set on the last night that Jesus spent with his disciples.   Typically we call that evening “Maundy Thursday” only in John it isn’t Thursday.   In John it’s Wednesday evening that Jesus teaches his disciples about the Lord’s Supper and then gives them final instructions before he is arrested and taken of to trial, torture and execution.   


One of those final instructions is this paragraph at the start of the 15th chapter.   In this paragraph Jesus takes a familiar metaphor and turns it around.   Throughout most of the Hebrew Scriptures the Jews refer to the nation of Israel as a vine, planted and tended by God.   The idea is that they belong to God who is responsible for their life and growth.   

But on this night Jesus announced to his disciples that he was the vine and they were the branches.  The image is that Jesus is a bridge connecting his followers with God.   In this metaphor the emphasis is on productivity.   Jesus talks at length about unproductive branches will be cut off the vine and burned.   And in verse 4 Jesus remarks that unless his followers abide him, they can’t bear any fruit at all.  

A word of explanation.   The word translated as “abide” in the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible can be translated in a variety of other ways.   The Contemporary English Version uses the word “joined” so that the passage reads, “you cannot produce fruit unless you stay joined to me.”   The New International Versions uses the word, “remain.”   I have to admit to you that I couldn’t find any version of the Bible that I thought did this passage justice.  That’s because the Greek word used here is one that denotes intimacy – even sexual intimacy.   

But however you translate from the original languages the point is clear – unless we are connected to Jesus – in a very intimate way – we can’t do anything very special or wonderful at all.   The point is clear, Jesus is the source of the power we need in the service of God.   

One further note and then I will stop trying to be Professor Snow.  The context and tone of this passage reveal that Jesus is not thinking of his followers each as a vine connected to a branch.   No, Jesus is talking communally.   He is referring to the disciples as a group as one vine.  He is talking to Murray Hills Christian Church as one vine, not a bunch of individual vines.   He is talking to the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) as one vine, not as 3800 individual vines.   He is talking communally, not individually.  

Put all of that together and what Jesus was saying becomes clear.   He was saying that unless his followers live in relationship with each other and live in intimate relationship with God through him, then they (we) will not have the dreams or the skills or the patience to accomplish great things.  

It’s for that reason that I think I can guess what would have been Archbishop Tutu’s response, had he chosen to answer the questions as it was posed.   I believe that Archbishop Tutu would have said exactly what Jesus said.  I believe that he would have said that by working together, connected with God, greater things can be accomplished.   I believe that Tutu would have said that in fact the only hope the world has is for all of humankind to work together in relationship with God.  

It’s at that point that I was tempted to write a really good sermon about what I believe it means for us to be connected to each other and to God.   But the reality is that I’ve already preached that “stuff” to you so many times over the last five-and-a-half years that I’m pretty sure that most any of you could preach it for me.   So let me go a different direction that begins by asking this question, what are the marks of a connected faith-community?   How do you know if this church is connected?   Or the church down the street is connected?   Or any church is connected?   What are the signs; the marks?


As I rolled that thought over in my mind the first part of the answer that came to my mind is whether there is room in the circle for more.  Every Sunday morning you all watch as I call the children up front to form a circle and be prayed for.  And every Sunday morning you watch as our herd of children tries to form a circle and you listen as I remind the children to be mindful of those who aren’t yet “in” because “there always has to be room in the circle for more.”  I do that on purpose because I want them to know what I believe and perhaps come to believe it for themselves.   Within the faith community there needs to be a sense that there are people who have not yet arrived.


Let me explain.   In the early days of any congregation or group because there is such a need for more members those who belong to the group become virtual body-snatchers inviting everyone they know to come join them.   But as a church ages it becomes more in-grown and less concerned about having people join them – generally right up to the point where a church diminishes to a size too small to be viable.   I believe that one of the signs of connectedness in a church is its concern about the people who aren’t yet there.  


The other night at the meeting of the Program Planning Council, as we were talking about an emphasis for the fall, it was Kristy Brady who offered that she thought Job #1 should be “welcoming and engaging the newer folks to this family.”   I think that’s pretty good.   We do not yet know what that will mean in our fall programming – but I think it’s a wonderful sign that we feel that welcoming and engaging are important.   

I need to be very clear that I understand that evangelism, or church growth, or whatever you want to call it, as it was practiced by American churches up until 1995 is dead.   Even the Luis Palau Evangelistic Organization knows that what used to work, doesn’t work any more.  What does work is what has always worked – word of mouth invitations.   People sharing their faith and their church with their friends.   I believe that when that happens – that is a sign of connectedness.


And related to that is my belief that one of the signs of connectedness is the way that members of the group care for each other.   I’ve been a part of churches in which the members didn’t know each other let alone care for each other.  And I thought that was too bad.  In fact I thought it was like building a model airplane without glue.  It just can’t hold together very long.  It has always seemed to me that the way that a congregation cares for it’s own members – and even for people outside of the group is a sign of connectedness – because that is what God wants to do is increase the bonds of love between friends and bring new people into the circle.  And when I see that happen I know that there has be a connection with God.   

The second thing that I would identify is the size of the dreams that the group has.   I believe that one of the ways that God speaks to us is through our hopes and our passions; our dreams.  As I say that I am aware that churches have all kinds of dreams.   Some churches have dreams about buildings.   Some churches have dreams about large numbers of members.  And I suppose that all those dreams and more are perfectly appropriate – at times – as long as the group’s best and highest dreams are always about ways to make the love of God real to the people outside the doors; as long as the group’s best and highest dreams are about how to reach the people on the fringes with the news that they are beloved of God.  

I believe that one of the things that God does within the life of the church is birth new dreams and hopes – all the time – one after another.   And one of the signs of being connected is sharing a dream for something that might be done in the name of love to help those who are on the fringes.   


By now you have begun to hear about the Beaverton Community Health Clinic.   There is no way that any one church could pull this off.  It’s going to take a lot of us.  We churches are going to offer to all comers the opportunity on October 10th, probably at Barnes Elementary, for free, to see a doctor or a dentist.   This is breaking new ground.  It’s the kind of thing we Christians have done in foreign countries – it’s new for us to do it here – where we live.   


Our congregation has been asked to take on the “Social Services” component.  That’s where people visiting the clinic will have the opportunity to connect with agencies that might be able to help them with other parts of their lives.   It’s a big responsibility.  Can we do it?  I don’t know.   I do know that it’s a big dream.  I do know that a dream of this size is a sign of being connected through Jesus to God.   I do know that a group, a congregation, a denomination, without dreams scares me and makes me sad.  


I suppose that I could come up with other marks that I think identify a group (congregation) that is connected to the vine, but I’ll bet that you could do.   But, you get my point.   I believe that God is living in our midst.   I believe that you and I live within a vast ocean of God.   And I believe that if we are open to God, if we are willing to watch, if we are brave enough to listen, if we are smart enough to be responsive, if we are hopeful enough to believe in the future, then, things will happen.   Things full of love will happen and things full of acceptance.   Then the unexpected can happen, things that we really believed were impossible.  Living in connection with God really can make possible things of which we can only dream otherwise.   

So, if you’ll allow, I’ll put words into the mouth of Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa.  I believe that he would have said this – that we Christians do not have a lock on God.   But we who know God, who are most open to the presence of God’s Holy Spirit, have available to us a power and a quality of life that is unavailable otherwise.   I believe he would have said that when we who love God connect with each other and then open ourselves to God amazing things happen about which the watching world can only stand in awe.   
So, are you connected?   Are we connected?   What needs to happen so that the dreams of God might come true in our midst?
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