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Will you pray with me?Holy God, may thewords of my
mouth and the med i tations of all our heartsto gether be ac-
cept ableto you, our strength and our re deemer. Amen.

Oneof thefondestmemoriesof my childhoodispicking
grapeswith my grand mother, and my mother, and my sister
Cherry. Every summer my mother and my grand-
mother—Mamaw, we called her—my materna grand-
mother-- they made doz ensand doz ensof jarsof grapejelly
and many bottles of Methodist wine. Now my maternal
grandmother was not a Methodist. Far from it—in ways
whichlwill notelaborate. How ever, shedidmakeMethodist
wine—which isto say, she made grape juice and lots of it.

Dur ing the years of my child hood there was an abun-
dance of grapes, mustang grapes, in deep South Texas. Now
let metell you that deep South Texasisasemi-arid land with
lots of what we call brush country. That meansthat it’sland
that’ sbetter habi tationfor cat tleand goatsthanitisfor peo
ple. Mustang grapes ripen in mid-July. In July in South
Texasthesunisonfireatteno’clock inthemorning. The hu
mid ity isninety per cent. And un der neath those grapevines
the air is as still as a new born baby’s breath when she is
sound asleep. That’s when it’stime to pick grapes.

My sister Cherry and | wereinel ementary school. The
last adjectiveany onewould ever usetodescribeei ther oneof
us, or especialy both of usto gether, would bethead jective
still. On these great, great grape-picking expeditions, we
never stopped mov ing. Weflut tered and fused likethe mock-
ing birds over our heads. We ex plored the black brush. We
investi gated cur rant bushes. Welooked to seeif therewere
any yucca plants send ing up that waxy green staff that pro-
duced the sweet blossomsthat the honey beesloved so much.
Withtheregularity of aclock chimingmy mother would call
out to us, “You girls watch out for rattlesnakes, you girls
watchout for rat tlesnakes.” Af ter thethirdtimewejust tuned
her out, like so much white noise. Since you’ ve been herein
Cleveland, haveyou of fered someoneany ad vice— | mean
really good advice (and what else would you give?), and
some how your wordsjust seemtoevap orateintothinair be-
foreit ever got to the other per son’sear? If so, you’'ll know
what my mother en dured.

Af ter walk ing amile or two through the pas tures, my
mother and my grand mother would choosean areathick with
grapevines and begin filling their buckets. Now, mustang
grapevines are rare beauties. There are thousands of little
branches and leaves all tan gled to gether. They sprawl over
oak trees and mes quite trees. They find them selves spread-
ing over palm trees or fence posts or fence. They seemto go
ev ery whichway, and noway at all. They actually arevery
messy—even chaotic. Their brancheskeep reaching up and

up and up out to the sun, and they make this great can opy
that’sahomefor all kinds of creatures, squir rels and black-
birds, red birdsand Mex i can ori oles. Thecentra vinesare
these big woody stems, tough. They dan gle to the earth and
they arethe onesthat pro videre ally good ground cover for
thebigani mals, likedeer andjavelina, andwildtur key. The
rootsgo deep deepinto theearth tap ping intowater sandsbe-
low creeksthat of ten run dry.

Break off a branch from the vine? Thirty minutes of
Texassun, itislimpandlifeless, just moredead wood for the
next big rain to wash on down the creek. Con nected to the
vine, the branches grow and they blos som and they scent the
spring air withthissweet, del i catefragrance. Andeveninthe
dri est of yearsthey will pro duce plump, tart grapes.

| did n’t know it then, 45 years ago, but the grape vines
wereteaching me, teaching me. Asan adult, they’ vebecome
to me a means of grace. They teach me about the body of
Christ and how its many parts are one body. They teach me
about connectionanditsmar vel ousblessingof fruitful ness.
They alsoteachmeabout separationanditsinevitableconse
guence of death. The grape vines have helped meto re mem:
ber thein credi ble uniquenessof each of God' screatures, in
al their differences, and how there's a place for them in
God’ screation. Andinamanner quitemysteri ous, thegrape
vines con tinue to teach me some thing about God’ s de light
andjoy. They teach meto un der stand something about what
Jesuswassay ingtohisdisci pleslongago, and what Jesusis
say ingtohisdisci plestoday.

“1 am the vine, you are the branches. Abidein me as |
abidein you. Those who abide in me bear much fruit. Apart
from me, you can do noth ing. Abide in my love. I’ve said
these things to you,” says Je sus, “so that my joy may bein
you and your joy may be com plete.” Do you seeabidingin
Christ?It’ saliveandwholeandfruit ful andjoy ful. Severed
from Christ? Dead wood, frag mented, bar ren, dour. Thein
vi tation to abide, what doesit mean?

Remember thegrapevines. Remem ber thegrapevines.
They don’t grasp af ter the vine. They don’t earn the vine.
They grow out of thevine. They re ceivethelifethat’s flow-
ing into them, they give life through the fruit that they pro-
duce. And Je sus saysthat fruit islove, love of God and love
of neighbor. Thedisci plespro ducewhat they re ceive—the
fruitsof love. To say it again, what we do isan ex ten sion of
who we are.

Dear friends, inwaysthat | don’t remem ber ex peri enc-
ing previ ously, theseweekslead ing to Gen eral Confer ence
2000 seem to have been char ac ter ized by acli mate of fear.
Fear. And some pretty ugly talk. Seeds of suspi cionand hos
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til ity havebeenplanted. Distrustand evencyni cismareeven
grow ing like weeds. They sap our en ergy, they drain our vi-
tal ity.

Over and over again, wor ried United Meth od ists have
asked me, “ Bishop, will The United Meth od ist Church hold
to gether? Can the con nection be pre served? What will keep
us united?’ Does any of that sound famil iar to you? Some-
timesit feelstomelike The United Meth od ist Churchisjust
hanging onfor dear life.

Friends, we can’t step out in mis sion whilewe’ re hang-
ing on for dear life. Clergy andlaity can’'t be part nerswith
onean other to transform theworld on behalf of chil drenand
the poor whilewe' refo cussing on our selves. Wedon't have
thetimeor theen ergy. Wedon't have thetime or theen ergy
tomakedisci plesof JesusChrist whilewe' re spending our
time and energy sec ond-guessingthemotivesof ev ery one
from the per son in the pew next to us to the per sonsin the
chairs in the legislative committees to the bishops of the
church. And for those of uswith white skin, we can’t elim i-
nateracismwhilewe' rehangingontowhiteprivilege. While
wearejust hanging on, wearejust sur viv ing, and we' re not
the peo plethat God called usto be. We' vedonefar too much
of that in the past. We've tried to love God and love our
neigh bor and still hang on to fear.

In his first letter, John writes, “Perfect love casts out
fear.” Andin thisgospel lesson, Jesusisvery clear, “Love
oneanother asl havelovedyou.” JohnWesley echoesthatin
hisser mon *“On Schism.” Hewritesthesewords, “ Schismis
afail ure of love.” Of love. So, will The United Meth od ist
Church discon nect again?1 liveinthefaith that love will tri-
umph over fear.

God wants The United Methodist Church to be one
body, onebody. Therearetworeal i tiesthat uniteus, twore-
alities: Jesus Christ and the mission of the Church. Jesus
Christ. Thevine. That’swho we are—it’ sour being. Disci-
ples. Thebranches. Producingfruit for thetransfor mation of
theworld. That's what we do—it’s our mission.

Now, did you noticein Je sus' met aphor that branches
don’t go around pruning other branches off thevine? It does
n't hap peninnature. It doesn’t hap penin do mestic pro duc-
tion. Not ever. Branches that cut off other branches—it's
sim ply unimagin able. But thischurch, our beloved church,
has cut off branches from the vine. Last night, we re mem-
bered and last night we re pented.

What in credi blear ro gance for one part of the body of
Christtoconsider pruning another part of thebody of Christ.
Pray wedon't doit againfor any reason. Infact, for one part
of the body of Christ to hurt or di minish an other part of the
body of Christ—it isto wound Christ’s own self. You see,
our very beingisin Christ. Our connectionisin Christ. Inall
our dif ferences, inall our similari ties, our call ingistobeat
home with one an other. Welet the vinegrower do the prun-
ing. It sreally quiteor di nary—andalittleextraor di nary, too.

Theword that the Revised Standard Ver sion usesto de-
scribe this relation ship of the branches and the vineis the
word re main. Re main. Some of you may know that word as
the way you learned thistext. “Remaininmeas| remainin
you.” Now, remem ber that grapevine. Remem ber thegrape
vine. Those branches have re mained on the vine for along,
long time. They’ve survived drought and storms. They’ve
enduredcoldnorthersandfi ery summer sun. Per sever anceis
apart of their being. Resil iency istheir nature. Their roots
rundeep. Sofriends, takeadeep breathand ex hale. Relax. Be
at peace. God lovesthe vine and all the branches. God loves
The United Meth od ist Church and all its peo ple. And who
among us here and around the world does not long toremain
in Christ and to be nour ished by Christ’sloveinthe deep est
parts of our soul?

| know it’ sFri day morning, and | know many of you are
tired al ready. And | know that Gen eral Con fer enceisabout
the last place we usu ally think of re main ing. We find our-
selvesscur ry ingtothismeeting andthat, and pushing paper
here and pull ing out notesthere, find ing our selves com ing
and meet ing our selvesgoing. Listening to United Meth od
istswhointer pret Scripturedif fer ently thanwedo. Rubbing
shoul derswith United Meth od istswhose ac tionsof fend us.
Getting frustrated with United Methodists who want to
change some thing that we want to change or that don’t want
to change some thing that we want. It feels messy, even cha
otic, like one of those big old mustang grapevines which
seemto go ev ery-which-a-way and noway at all. For someof
usit’spretty tempt ing to cut our selvesoff, prune our selves,
stoplistening, quit shar ing, and to get really frustrated with
othersof us. It’ seasy to be comeweary, not only in body, but
also in spirit.

Soif that fitsyou abit, maybe you might, for afew min-
utes, just right now, ac cept thisinvi tation from Jesustore-
main. Remain. Remainin God and keep onlisteningto God
andtoyour neighbor. Remainin Christand keeponreaching
outinlovetoyour neigh bor andtheworld. Remainin Christ
and continueholy conferencing, not only in Gen eral Confer
ence, but beyond. Ask God to show us a better way. A dear
friend once said to me, “ Just hang onto Je sus.” It was good
counsel. It'salso truethat if weloosen our grip just abit and
simply remain in Christ, we might dis cover that Je sus has
been holdingusup al along. And, infact, if weactually let
go, Christ’s love will carry us through.

The past tense of abideisthe word abode. Abode. It'sa
dwellingplace. A home. Arestingplace. SoJesus' invi tation
isfor us, all of us, to makeour homeinhim. Toliveev ery day
asthebranchesliveonthevine. Now let me ask you, how do
you know where the branches stop and the vine begins?
Wherethevine ends and the branches start? Now it’ seasy to
iden tify the new est branches. The ones, they’ rethe most vul-
ner able, the most ten der, the new branches. Itseasy toiden
tify thecorevine. It’ sthe place wherethe rootsgo deep, deep
into the earth. But there are other parts of agrapevine, where
the branch has been con nected to the vine for so many years
and that branch has produced more branches and those
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branches have pro duced more branches. Andit’ shard totell
where the vine be gins and the branch end. Do you have a
sense of what | mean?

In Feb ru ary of 1998, | was the guest of Bishop Ar thur
Kulah at the Li beriaAn nual Con fer ence. Hein vited meto
preach, but mostly | learned. And do you know al ready that
likesev eral other Af ri cancountries, Li beriahasbeendev as
tated by war. Thean nual confer enceat which | spokewasthe
first full annual conference—all the districts present—in
threeor fouryears. Al mostev ery UnitedMethodist gathered
there had lost afam ily mem ber or afriend. They had all suf-
fered greatly. Thethemeof theconfer encewasfor giveness.
Forgiveness.

Most of the sessionsof thean nual confer encewerene-
ther legislative nor busi ness. Wemight learn. | would de-
scribe much of the conference as (this is my language)
con ver sation on how to live alife that be comesthe gos pel
and mak ing disci ples. At one point therewasthislongdis
cussiononfor giveness. What doesit mean?How do you do
it? How long does it take? Are there any qualificationson
for giveness? Vari ouspeo ple spoke. Some peo ple spokeat
length.

Rev. John Russell stood up. (He shereby theway, adel
egate.) Hequi etly reminded the con fer ence of the death of
his sev en teen-year-old son in the war. | learned later how
Rev. Russell had beendrivingthecar. How hissonwasinthe
front seat. How the sol diershad stopped them. How asol dier
had pushed hisri flein the pas sen ger win dow and shot Rev.
Rus sell’ s son. How the child died in hisfather’ sarms. Rev.
Rus sell was very brief when he spoke of the death. Then he
spokeof for giveness. How harditis. How longit takes. What
apainful struggleitis. How only by God’ sgraceisfor give-
nessand new lifepossi ble. How for givenesstakesall our hu
man desireand our behavior and our beliefs. And how inthe
end for givenessisagift of God alone.

| wept only when | got back to my room. And | asked
my self, Had | wit nessed adisci ple, abranch abiding inthe
vine? Or had | seen the face of Christ him self, if only for a
mo ment?Had | wit nessed the vine?

Look around you, dear friends, look around us. When
theworld looks at us, Gen eral Con fer ence 2000, what does
theworld see? Does the world see the face of fear or the face
of Christ?Doestheworld seeseparationanddisconnection
and dead wood? Or doestheworld seethisgreat vinewithits
widecan opy of brancheswithroomfor all God' speople? In
theactiv i tiesof grace, doestheworld see bar ren nessor the
fruit of love? Whentheworldlooksat us, doesit seeapeo ple
with set jawsand clinched fistsand point ing fin gers, or does

it seeapeo plewhosedelight andjoy inmissionisan ex tern
sion of who we are?

| hopetheworld will say, “Look at The United Meth od
ist Church. Those peo ple have opened their eyes and their
arms to thousands of peo plein their com mu ni tiesand all
around the world who arelong ing for their livesto be trans
formed in God' s grace and be made per fect in love in this
life. They can stop those folksamile away and jour ney with
them into a new way of life. Thank God for The United
Methodist Church!”

I hopetheworldwill say, “ Look at the United Methodist
Church. Those peo ple have opened their earsto the cries of
the chil dren. And they aretalk ing chil dreninto their arms
and they areblessingthem. In Africa, in Asia, in Europe, in
the United States, chil dren havefood enoughto eat, ade cent
home in which to live, health care that heals and makes
whole, an ed u cation that pre paresthem for the fu ture, and
fami liesand com mu ni tiesof faith that em bracetheminthe
love of Jesus Christ. Thank God for The United Meth od ist
Church.”

When the world looks at us | hope it will say, “Look at
The United Meth od ist Church. Those peo ple have beenim
mersedinacul tureof racismand hateand vi olenceand they
have been cleansed—made whole. They are working to
eliminate racism in their school boards and in their bank
boards and in their own church boards. And they are stand-
ing as one body against hate and vi o lence. Thank God for
The United Meth odist Church.”

I hopetheworld will say, “Look at The United Meth od
ist Church. We have in spected their fruit and it tastes good,
very good.

No doubt, some oneisgoing to ask, “When did all that
get started?’ Andyour reply will come, “Why it wasthat re-
uniting confer enceof 2000.”

Onething more. When my sister and my mother and my
grand mother got home from pick ing grapes, the real work
began for the adults. The grapes had to be stemmed and
washed. They had to be cooked un til the juice poured out.
All that juice was made into jelly and Methodist wine. At
best,itwasanall day processinanun-air condi tionedkitchen
withtwo chil drenunder foot. Thebread wasmade. Thetable
was set. There was fresh grape jelly for the bread and the
home made grape juiceto greet, to eat, todrink. Thefamily
gath ered roundto eat, and they enjoyed and enjoyed and en
joyed until they couldn’t hold another bite. Such sweet,
sweet commu nion. Thetasteof good ness. Thefragrance of
love. The soundsof joy. Lifeabidinginthevine. Wouldn’t
youlikeTheUnited Methodist Churchtobelikethat? Amen.



