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THE NEED FOR PRUNING 

5/2/21  ~ St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church, Encinitas, CA (livestreamed) 
Easter 5 (B): Acts 8:26-40; Psalm 22:24-30; 1 John 4:7-21; John 15:1-8 

When I was married—which was almost 30 years ago and seems like a whole other 
lifetime—I was always bugging my husband to talk more how about his feelings and our 
relationship. But the man I was married to preferred, as he would say, “to leave well enough 
alone.” 

One day, I asked, “What if our relationship is like that rosebush we have out in our 
backyard?” Then, I reminded him that when I first moved into the house, it couldn’t even be 
referred to as a proper bush. It was just one tall, spindly stem with a single, shriveled-up 
blossom at the top. But month after month, year after year, as I pruned and deadheaded it, the 
bush grew fuller and fuller, and sprouted tons of blossoms.  

I thought it was a great analogy, perfectly illustrating why talking was important, but he 
simply replied, “Well, what if I'm more like that other shrub out there? We don’t do a thing to 
it, and it grows just fine.”  

Of course, this memory came to mind, because today's passage from John is all about 
pruning. Jesus compares our life in Christ to growing on vines. He points out that for the vines 
to bear the most fruit possible, they must be pruned; that the non-productive vines be 
removed, so that the fruit-bearing vines receive more nutrients.  

This is true of our lives as Christians as well. We have to continuously prune out the parts 
of our lives that are no longer beneficial to living out kingdom values—or the values of God’s 
reign. But let's be honest, most of us—much like my former husband—have a low tolerance for 
constant pruning. Hardly any of us relish the idea of doing the kind of self-assessment that 
requires us to look deeply into our own habits and thought-processes, questioning the ways 
that we behave with friends, family, and people out in the world.  

At the same time, our Gospel message holds a great deal of comfort that Christ is the 
“true vine.” In this case the word most closely translated from the Greek word to “true” is 
actually closer in meaning to “real”; Christ is the real vine. In that sense, God, and the vine-
grower, is the very source and center of our lives. We are invited to stay close to God in order 
to receive the nutrients we need for our faith journey—to abide in God as God abides in us.  

This vine image is also a very communal image. We don't grow as individual, spindly 
stems, but as part of a complex system of interconnected vines. So, we don’t do this work of 
pruning just for ourselves, or for our own individual lives, rather, for each other, and for the 
greater Body of Christ. As I prune back my bad habits and correct my potential missteps, you 
benefit from my pruning as well—the entire system receives more focused nutrients. The same 
was true of my marriage: any pruning either of us did would actually strengthen the 
relationship itself. 

As I mentioned, Jesus insists that the pruning leads to the fruit being more plentiful. We 
are called to be disciples of Christ, which means we are to imitate the one we are studying. 
Jesus is the one we are studying, so to bear more fruit means to be more Christ-like in our daily 
activities and interactions.  

Our reading from Acts puts Phillip’s work of bearing fruit on full display. In his effort to be 
a great disciple, Phillip doesn’t pounce on the first person he sees and say, “Let me tell you all 
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about God!” Instead, Phillip waits until he spots someone in need, and then responds to that 
need.  

He sees the eunuch reading scripture on his own, and, apparently, becomes aware of a 
perplexed look on the eunuch’s face, so Phillip heads over to offer his assistance. And, then, he 
be must be very convincing in the way he shares how scripture can be life-giving and life-saving, 
because the eunuch turns to Phillip and begs to be baptized on the spot! 

When I read that story, God’s presence is so palpable in the interchange between these 
two people. The Holy Spirit is at work, and their lives are on fire with God’s love. That’s what 
Jesus’s portrayal of God as the vine grower is ultimately about: that all this pruning and 
nurturing is done under God’s reign of love. The image also reminds me of a song we used to 
sing in Bible camp: 

He is the vine, and we are the branches; his banner over me is love. He is the vine, 
and we are the branches; his banner over me is love. 

That’s the take-away. Yes, our lives need pruning, but not as punishment. The pruning is 
so that we might bear more fruit—that we can be more effective disciples here in this world, in 
our communities, schools, and homes—and that we can be further claimed as God’s beloved. 
God is the vine and we are the branches; God’s banner over us is love. 

-AMEN 

Collect of the Day: 

Almighty God, whom truly to know is everlasting life: Grant us so perfectly to know your 
Son Jesus Christ to be the way, the truth, and the life, that we may steadfastly follow his 
steps in the way that leads to eternal life; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives 
and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen. 

Acts 8:26-40 

An angel of the Lord said to Philip, "Get up and go toward the south to the road that goes 
down from Jerusalem to Gaza." (This is a wilderness road.) So he got up and went. Now 
there was an Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of the Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, in 
charge of her entire treasury. He had come to Jerusalem to worship and was returning 
home; seated in his chariot, he was reading the prophet Isaiah. Then the Spirit said to 
Philip, "Go over to this chariot and join it." So Philip ran up to it and heard him reading the 
prophet Isaiah. He asked, "Do you understand what you are reading?" He replied, "How can 
I, unless someone guides me?" And he invited Philip to get in and sit beside him. Now the 
passage of the scripture that he was reading was this: 

"Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter,  

and like a lamb silent before its shearer,  

so he does not open his mouth.  

In his humiliation justice was denied him.  

Who can describe his generation?  

For his life is taken away from the earth."  

The eunuch asked Philip, "About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about 
himself or about someone else?" Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this 
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scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus. As they were going along the 
road, they came to some water; and the eunuch said, "Look, here is water! What is to 
prevent me from being baptized?" He commanded the chariot to stop, and both of them, 
Philip and the eunuch, went down into the water, and Philip baptized him. When they came 
up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; the eunuch saw him no 
more, and went on his way rejoicing. But Philip found himself at Azotus, and as he was 
passing through the region, he proclaimed the good news to all the towns until he came to 
Caesarea. 

Psalm 22:24-30  
24  

My praise is of him in the great assembly; * 
I will perform my vows in the presence of those who worship him.  

25  
The poor shall eat and be satisfied, 
and those who seek the LORD shall praise him: * 
"May your heart live for ever!"  

26  
All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the LORD, * 
and all the families of the nations shall bow before him.  

27  
For kingship belongs to the LORD; * 
he rules over the nations.  

28  
To him alone all who sleep in the earth bow down in worship; * 
all who go down to the dust fall before him.  

29  
My soul shall live for him; 
my descendants shall serve him; * 
they shall be known as the LORD'S for ever.  

30  
They shall come and make known to a people yet unborn * 
the saving deeds that he has done.  
 

1 John 4:7-21 

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of 
God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. God's love 
was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might 
live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son 
to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought 
to love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and 
his love is perfected in us. 

By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. 
And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son as the Savior of the world. 
God abides in those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God, and they abide in God. So we 
have known and believe the love that God has for us. 

God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. Love has 
been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, 
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because as he is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out 
fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in 
love. We love because he first loved us. Those who say, "I love God," and hate their brothers 
or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, 
cannot love God whom they have not seen. The commandment we have from him is this: 
those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also. 

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." 


