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On the last Saturday in July last year I was in the garden looking at the vine I had planted four years earlier. Those who know me well would not describe me as a keen gardener. But I have the occasional rush of enthusiasm and one of those had been to grow a vine in our house in Oxford. My children mocked me. But I watered it and watched it and, lo and behold, three years later, it was covered in grapes. Admittedly they were the size of small tomato seeds but they were grapes.

This Saturday morning I was pondering how to train this vine a bit better – it was growing as a kind of confused tangle of leaves and branches when I heard the postman arrive. Any distraction is enough to tempt me out of the garden. Among the letters was an interesting looking brown envelope marked On Her Majesty’s Service. Inside the plain brown envelope was another envelope marked 10 Downing Street on the back and strictly private and confidential on the front. I opened the envelope and inside it was the invitation to become the next Bishop of Sheffield.

There are many long and learned descriptions of what a bishop does, of what a priest does, of what a lay minister does, of the work of a churchwarden. But the simple pictures are the best. And one of my favourite images for any work of Christian ministry is the picture Jesus gives us in John 15: the picture of the gentle gardener who tends and prunes his vine and makes it very, very fruitful.

The world around us, as we know, is obsessed with targets and with measurement and with continual growth. Everything has to be bigger and better than it was last year and the year before. A few years ago we simply measured profit in companies. Now we measure everything. You name it and there is a statistic for it. Schools and hospitals and social services and just about every other place in public life have ways of measuring things. Failure and success are deemed to be a matter of evidence of numbers more than ever before.

Jesus does not use those words success and failure of his church I think he would have some hard things to say to a culture which tries to measure everything and which sometimes expects people to produce more and more with less and less. I think he might have some hard things to say to a bishop or a diocese which fell into the same trap.

Instead of the language of failure and success, Jesus gives us the language of fruitfulness. God has not called us as a church to be successful in the world’s terms. Let me say that again. God has not called us as a church to be successful. But God does call us to be fruitful. God does not come round once a year like a school inspector or a tax man to see how successful we have been or how much profit we have turned. God is not the occasional visitor to his garden. He is with us every day – not to assess how we are doing but like a skilled and gentle gardener, a vine grower, planting, weeding and pruning to help us to be more fruitful.

Success in the world’s terms is something which always has to be visible. Fruit, in the way Jesus intends it, is a much more seasonal thing. You can’t always find the evidence on every visit. But over time, if just one condition is met, it will be there. 

How can we tell what this fruit is? What does Jesus mean?

I think fruit means at least three different things in the Bible. First and foremost it means public justice and right living. The picture behind Jesus picture is in the Book of Isaiah where God plants a vineyard. According to Isaiah, when God comes to visit his vineyard Israel he looks for the fruit of righteousness and justice.

When God looks on our church today, the fruit he is looking for is about working for the common good, supporting the weak, welcoming the stranger, working for a better society, strengthening family life, caring for the lonely and the afraid, the list is almost endless. I guess that many of you could tell me stories afterwards about how your congregation has born fruit in that way over the last year or so. Well done.

Second, the fruit Jesus looks for is producing Christian people who are people of character. People like Jesus. People who over time demonstrate what the bible calls the fruit of the Holy Spirit in their lives: love and joy and peace, patience, kindness and goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self control. The church of the beatitudes. A fruitful church is a church where people are growing in that kind of quality. Sometimes that fruit comes through difficult experiences as well as good ones, through patient pastoral care, through good habits of faithful prayer and worship. We grow together into the likeness of Christ.

And the third kind of fruit we bear is a steady and gradual increase in the number of disciples. You can’t always see it in every local church, of course. Churches have good seasons and harder seasons. But it should normally be evident in the life of a diocese as a whole. In Matthews gospel this fruit is called a harvest for the kingdom of God. A different kind of fruit. In Luke’s gospel it’s likened to a great catch of fish – again a different sort of harvest. But the sense in the gospels is clear. We are to pray and to work towards growing the church itself – every branch of the vine – as people come to faith both as children and as adults.

The fruit of justice. The fruit of character. The fruit of new disciples drawn into the life of the church. This is the kind of fruit Jesus looks for. This is the kind of fruit that you and I are called to pray for and to look for in our ministries, as churchwardens, as deacons, priests and evangelists, as bishops, as Christian disciples.

How does it happen? What makes the difference between a fruitful branch and an unfruitful one?

Jesus’s words in John 15 are absolutely crystal clear. There is only one thing that makes a difference. There is one thing that guarantees fruit. It’s not cleverness or good marketing or the latest ideas or trend. The one thing has not changed at all for two thousand years. There is no ambiguity or double meaning. Every person here can understand it. Every person can put it into practice.

That one thing is for every branch to abide in the vine. Living in the life of Jesus. Staying connected. Working together with the Lord.

If we put our roots down deep and abide in Christ then fruit is guaranteed. “Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit because apart from me you can do nothing”.

How do we do that? There are God-given ways to be rooted in Christ which do not change. We abide as we read scripture together, as we celebrate the sacraments, as we are faithful and disciplined and regular in our prayers, as we encounter Christ in our fellowship together.

For all those in ministry and for those who are beginning a new ministry there is a promise here and a warning for this year ahead of us. It is a promise and a warning I set before the church wardens this evening in particular and the parishes you represent.

The promise is clear. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit. Lets all of us resolve, parish priest, churchwardens, PCC members all of us, that this year we will stay deeply rooted in the vine. That prayers and scripture, sacrament and fellowship will be the foundation of all we attempt to do in the Lord. That we will encourage others to do the same.

The warning is clear as well: let’s remember it and remind one another. Apart from me you can do nothing.

May God bless you in this year ahead and fill you with his Spirit and enable you to rest, to abide in Jesus the true and living vine and so bear much fruit: the fruit of justice, the fruit of character and the harvest of disciples for the kingdom of God. 
