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I am always fascinated by the changes that take place in creation.  Many trees, for example, go through a process each year.  As the angle of the sun changes and the amount of sunlight diminishes, the flow of sap in trees stops reaching the tips of their branches and their leaves die.  It is this closing of the flowing sap that ends life.  When the sun’s angle changes again, the flow resumes and life is restored in the form of buds.

We, however, are not like the trees.  Once we close ourselves, it is most difficult to open once again.  One reason why it is so difficult is because – most often – we don’t consciously know that we have shutdown.  The result, however, is that the flow of God through us meets resistance, and life is drained from us. This example is the image that we have offered to us in our Gospel story from John this weekend about a vine and branches.
The irony is that many of us are taught from an early age (and in many cases legitimately so) to be independent.  The initial steps in spirituality requires that we have a positive sense of self.  The only way that we can make it in a school and job atmosphere is for us to have a positive sense of self-reliance.  We also need – at the same time – for our self-image to be peppered with a knowing that we are loved.  That is, we are caught up in a sustaining relationship that we trust.

Our church is very good with teaching and promoting the initial steps.  The church’s proficiency is directly related to the regimen that develops with self-reliance and – ironically – independence.  Devotions, sacrifices, obedience, the need for certainty, achievements, failures, sins all are concerned with control, and nothing concerning living in a loving and trusting relationship.

Our church is not so good with the example that Jesus gives to us in today’s Gospel.  Our being a branch requires us to be open for life to flow through us.  There are no certainties.  (We don’t control the flow.)  There is only trust that we are loved and that we live in this love.  Our trust evolves from our knowing that God doesn’t have a choice.  God must love us because love is who God is.
Thinking and acting and living with the belief and conviction that God must decide to love us or punish us, can never transform us; it can never enable us to trust.  Such ways of thinking and acting and living requires us to be self-reliant and in control.  We cannot be in control and live in a trusting and loving relationship.  One requires that we be concerned about ourselves.  The other frees us to pour out everything without concern for ourselves.

Most often, I suspect, we think and act and live somewhere in between attempting to be in control (and therefore resisting) and resting in the flow that is God and therefore floating to wherever the flow takes us.
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