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This sermon is going to start with a moment of silence, but not just any moment of silence., and not in 
memory of anyone who has passed away.  Our gospel today was full of imagery of growing things: vine, 
branches, trees.  I’d like each of us to find a tree if possible, a plant if not.   

[Ok all of you out there in Zoom Land, you don’t live in the plains of North Dakota and you’re not 
survivalists who live in a bunker under ground, go find a window and take a look at a tree and count to 60 
and hopefully remember to come back.  Choir feel free to turn around and look at that beautiful tree right 
outside in the garden. And these trees and branches are the entrée into a reflection on Church, baptism 
and ministry.] 

[For the in-person service, I am so delighted we can be outdoors today. It would be a shame to talk about 
trees from inside.  Please look around you as you are surrounded by God’s presence. And these trees and 
branches are the entrée into a reflection on Church, baptism and ministry.] 

The trees encountered on a country stroll  
Reveal a lot about that country’s soul…  
A culture is no better than its woods.”    

WH Auden 
 

I think that I shall never see 
A poem lovely as a tree. 

A tree whose hungry mouth is prest 
Against the earth’s sweet flowing breast; 

A tree that looks at God all day, 
And lifts her leafy arms to pray; 

A tree that may in Summer wear 
A nest of robins in her hair; 

Upon whose bosom snow has lain; 
Who intimately lives with rain. 

Poems are made by fools like me, 
But only God can make a tree. 

 
“Trees” by Joyce Kilmer 

 

I am the vine, you are the branches You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go out and 

bear fruit, fruit that will last.  Gospel of John, Chapter 15 

This last passage is particularly important to me.  It is the passage I chose for my invitation to my 

ordination to the priesthood  and the lovely pen and ink drawing was done by an artist I worked with up 

in northern Maine.  I’ll be coming up on the 38th anniversary of my ordination and whether I have been 

fruitful in my ministry will be left to the Judgment Day. This is a time in our life at St. Mark’s when we 

may be more focused on ordination.  Two weeks ago we rejoiced in the ordination to the priesthood of 



our long-time intern, George Sheats.  Some are already thinking about my retirement on July 1. What’s 

going to happen? Who will shepherd us? What kind of a person are we going to find for our next Rector?   

With the publication of the current edition of the Book of Common Prayer in 1979, the ecclesiology (fancy 

10 cent word that means our theological reflection on what it means to be Church) of the Episcopal 

Church shifted from “office” or Order- focused (Order meaning to be ordained as deacon, priest or 

bishop) to Baptism-focused. As Casey Stengel would have said, “You can look it up”, Baptism being on pg. 

301 as the primary entrée into Christian life even before Eucharist and the rites for ordination being on 

pgs. 510 to 555.  As one of my seminary professors said “ the baptism of even the smallest infant ranks 

higher in the eyes of God than the ordination of any bishop or, daresay, the election of a Pope”.  Which is 

why in this Easter Season, we keep calling to mind our Baptismal Covenant, the promises we have made, 

the invitation to reflect on what those promises mean, and then we get wet to remind us, “hey I’m a 

branch and I’m called to go out and bear fruit”.   

So who keeps the ministry of the parish going even now while I’m here but moreso after July 1?  You all 

are. You all are branches part of the larger vine called to go out and bear fruit.  So over this next month, I, 

in conjunctions with our wardens and Vestry, will be going out and asking different people to be involved 

during the time of transition – from the routine tasks of taking care of the building, communications,  to 

pastoral care of the sick to keeping all the branches together and thriving during this time.  So if you’d like 

to be involved more, the e-mail is stmarkscowardens@gmail.com.  I’ve got ‘em buttered up Jim and Sue, 

your inbox will be overflowing.   

And there’s one piece here which is foundational and it’s back to why you looked at that tree and it also 

has to do with what it means to be Church.  To stay with the vine and branches metaphor, apart from the 

vine we all die. We are inextricably connected to each other and to God.  I am not the end product of my 

own spiritual life. And yet each branch is remarkably important contributing to the whole.  Debie Thomas 

puts the solution this way: 

If God is the vinegrower, Jesus is the vine, and we are the branches, what should we do?  We have only one 

task: to abide.  To tarry, to stay, to cling, to remain, to depend, to rely, to last, to persevere, to commit, to 

continue, to tolerate, to endure, to acquiesce, to accept.  To hang in there for the long haul.  To make 

ourselves at home.  

It’s a tricky word.  Passive on the one hand, and active on the other.  To abide is to stay rooted in place.  But 

it is also to grow, to change, and to multiply.  It’s a vulnerable-making verb: if we abide, we’ll get pruned.  It’s 

a risky verb: if we abide, we’ll bear fruit that others will see and taste.  It’s a humbling verb: if we abide, we’ll 

have to accept nourishment that is not of our own making.  And it’s a relentlessly communal verb — if we 

abide, we will have to coexist with our fellow branches.  We will have to live a life that is messy, crowded, 

tangled, and gorgeous. A life that’s deeply rooted and wildly fertile.”   

How’s that for an adjective. Go tell one of your neighbors, “You know what, I’m wildly fertile”!  Keep 
reflecting on that tree: the vine, the branches, our lives bound up in God’s and in each other.  We are 
called to bear fruit. Stay on the vine and stick with each other.   
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