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John 15:1–8
1“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. 2Every branch of mine that does not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit. 3Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you. 4Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. 5I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. 6If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. 7If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 8By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be my disciples.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Riding in from the high plains, sitting tall in his horse, is Clint Eastwood. 

It’s in the movies.  He’s by himself, riding alone.  He needs nobody, and lives his life in a way that nobody will need him.  

He does run into other people, some of them good, some of them bad, and some of them ugly, but he doesn’t need any of them, and at the end of the movie, he’ll just ride away, by himself.  

Autonomous Man.  He needs nobody, and makes sure nobody needs him.  In the movies—in those Clint Eastwood Westerns—he doesn’t even have a name!  The ultimate statement of autonomy:   The man with no name.

There’s a reason for no name.  To reveal to someone your name is to make yourself vulnerable to that one.  With your name, they can call upon you, engage you in conversation, ask you for help, and give you gifts; they can love you.  For Clint Eastwood’s character in the old Western movies, No name given, no name received.  He will be vulnerable to no one, entangled with no one—he would just as soon shoot you as to have to ask you for a favor.  He’s his own man, riding his own way:  Autonomous Man.
These are the movies of the past generation; they were made in a certain time and context.  

The context was that the American audience at that time was confronted with the opposite idea of man, confronted with the colossal enemy, the Soviet Union, which was defined by a view of man, where man was not autonomous, but was swallowed up into the whole of mankind.  A man had no sufficiency of himself, but was worth something only to the extent he belonged to the state.  This is the man we see, for instance, in Orwell’s book, 1984, where a man is to have no individual life or expression, but is just a piece of the whole.  

In this view of man, the man also has no name.  He’s allowed only a number, to show that he has no individuality, but is just one more indistinguishable piece of the whole.  This was not autonomous man, but man completely dependent upon the state, swallowed up into the whole.  This man was called not Autonomous Man, but, the opposite, Socialist Man.  A man with no name, but only a number, a man with no essence of his own.  


Where does our Lord give us to find ourselves?  As Autonomous Man, completely free and self-sufficient, depending upon no one, and living with no entanglements, always exercising a free will?  Or Socialist Man, dependent upon the state, swallowed up into the life of the whole, unable to understand ourselves as independent, always bowing down to the will of the collective?

It plays out in our daily lives.  

How do we view our family, our neighbor?  As people we are completely independent of, with whom we have no entanglements?  Or as people we are dependent upon at every point, so that there are no boundaries, we have lost our individuality, our personhood, and we are all just part of one big mass?


Jesus says,

I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. 6If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned.

[John 15:5]

He can’t be speaking here of Autonomous Man, because a branch is bound to the vine, and is not autonomous, but dependent upon the vine.  No autonomy here, no exercise of free will for the Christian.  

With Jesus, he is the vine, we are the branches.  From the vine comes life.  Apart from the vine, that is to be thrown out into autonomy and death.

He can’t be speaking of Socialist Man, either, though.  Because a branch bound to the vine is still a branch.  A particular branch.  Not any branch, but a unique branch.  With Jesus, he is the vine, we are the branches.  From the vine comes life.  Apart from the vine, that is to be thrown into the pile of dead limbs to be burned to ashes, and there one is not distinguishable from another because they are all known only for being part of the collective pile of ashes.


Then what kind of Man is Jesus speaking of.  Real Man.  Flesh and blood man.  Man who is a person, with a Name.  You and me.  

I am the vine; you are the branches.
Each branch is a . . . branch.  A true branch.  A branch unlike any other.  A branch completely distinguished from every other branch, and fully living from the Vine, Jesus the Lord.

Each branch is . . . a person.  A true, full, unique person, unlike any other, not to be crushed or swallowed up into the whole, like a charred branch lost in a pile of ashes, but like a live branch, thriving and daily drawing life from the vine. 

Each branch is a person in full, with a name, drawing life from the vine, Jesus our Lord.


He is the vine:

 3Already you are clean because of the word that I have spoken to you. 4Abide in me, and I in you.

[John 15:3]

The Vine gives life to the branches.  Each branch belongs to him, he knows each one in its individuality, he cares for each one, and each draws all life from him.

The life is the Word: You are already clean because of the Word I have spoken to you.
The life to each of the branches is the Word of Gospel cleansing each branch of all sin, feeding and enlivening each one.


Now we are branches of the vine, Jesus our Lord.  For God sent his only Son into the world so that we would live through him. 


[1 John 4:9]

As we hear his word of Gospel, as his Word forgives our sins and cleanses us, we draw life from him.  

We are the branches, each of us, baptized into him, grafted as branches to him the Vine.  But not in a way that we are swallowed up and subsumed into the whole, in a way that we lose our personhood or individuality.  

Rather, in the way that we are finally who he says we are: True branches, each of us, each branch distinguishable from all the others, yet all bound to the vine, drawing life from him.

And in this, we finally are given to find who we are with regard to our neighbor.

Not Autonomous Man, riding around on our own, exercising our so-called free-will, and not Socialist Man, swallowed up into the whole as if we are not true persons, but rather those belonging to the Man Christ Jesus, the true Man, having come to restore us to true humanity.

We finally are given to find who we are with regard to our neighbor.  For we are of the vine of Jesus, we draw our life from him, and he now turns our eyes to our neighbor:

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. 8Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love. 9In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him.

[1 John 4:8]


We are branches.  Each of us fully distinct and unique.  

He is the Vine to whom we belong and from whom we draw life.  And by making us his branches, he entangles us with our neighbor.  It is in the word Love, and in the word Other.  We are given to love an other.  Love is not just an idea.  It is not an emotion.  It does not and cannot exist on its own.  Love is only love when it is toward an other.  

A person out on his own, with no one around him, how can he be person of love, if there is no one to love?  

A branch cannot be a branch of love, except that it is a branch entangled with other branches, and in that life from the vine, it is entangled with the other branches in love.

So Jesus our Lord entangles us with others.  He gives a wife to the husband, a husband to the wife.  He gives a family to the children, and they are entangled.  On this day we can contemplate how he gives mothers to the children and children to the mothers, all so that they can love each other.  

He gives us neighbors over our fences, and others at work.  He sets us before others at every stage of our lives, in each part of our lives, and we are entangled.  

To refuse this entanglement, is to refuse love.

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. 8Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love.

So we look at him who is our Vine, Christ Jesus, the Son of God made Man.  

In being Man, he joined himself to all men, and entangled himself with our sin, with our lack of love, with our sinful demand to have a free-will, to be autonomous, he entangled himself with us in our sin of not respecting others as full persons, of no loving them, he entangled himself with us in every respect, so that he even died for our sin.  He loves us.  

And now he is our Vine.  Cleansing us with his Word, dwelling with us and enlivening us with his Body and Blood for the forgiveness of our sin, loving us, making us his own.  

We draw our life from him, branches to his vine, branches with each other. 

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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