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Will you pray with me? Holy God, may the words of my
mouth and the med i ta tions of all our hearts to gether be accept able to you, our strength and our re deemer. Amen.
One of the fond est mem o ries of my child hood is pick ing
grapes with my grand mother, and my mother, and my sis ter
Cherry. Every summer my mother and my grandmother—Mamaw, we called her—my maternal grand mother-- they made doz ens and doz ens of jars of grape jelly
and many bottles of Methodist wine. Now my maternal
grandmother was not a Methodist. Far from it—in ways
which I will not elab o rate. How ever, she did make Meth od ist
wine—which is to say, she made grape juice and lots of it.
Dur ing the years of my child hood there was an abundance of grapes, mus tang grapes, in deep South Texas. Now
let me tell you that deep South Texas is a semi-arid land with
lots of what we call brush coun try. That means that it’s land
that’s better hab i ta tion for cat tle and goats than it is for people. Mustang grapes ripen in mid-July. In July in South
Texas the sun is on fire at ten o’clock in the morn ing. The humid ity is ninety per cent. And un der neath those grape vines
the air is as still as a new born baby’s breath when she is
sound asleep. That’s when it’s time to pick grapes.
My sis ter Cherry and I were in el e men tary school. The
last ad jec tive any one would ever use to de scribe ei ther one of
us, or es pe cially both of us to gether, would be the ad jec tive
still. On these great, great grape-picking expeditions, we
never stopped mov ing. We flut tered and fused like the mocking birds over our heads. We ex plored the black brush. We
in ves ti gated cur rant bushes. We looked to see if there were
any yucca plants send ing up that waxy green staff that produced the sweet blos soms that the honey bees loved so much.
With the reg u lar ity of a clock chim ing my mother would call
out to us, “You girls watch out for rattlesnakes, you girls
watch out for rat tle snakes.” Af ter the third time we just tuned
her out, like so much white noise. Since you’ve been here in
Cleve land, have you of fered some one any ad vice— I mean
really good advice (and what else would you give?), and
some how your words just seem to evap o rate into thin air before it ever got to the other per son’s ear? If so, you’ll know
what my mother en dured.
Af ter walk ing a mile or two through the pas tures, my
mother and my grand mother would choose an area thick 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 spreading over palm trees or fence posts or fence. They seem to go
ev ery which way, and no way at all. They ac tu ally are very
messy—even cha otic. Their branches keep reach ing up and

up and up out to the sun, and they make this great can opy
that’s a home for all kinds of crea tures, squir rels and blackbirds, red birds and Mex i can ori oles. The cen tral vines are
these big woody stems, tough. They dan gle to the earth and
they are the ones that pro vide re ally good ground cover for
the big an i mals, like deer and javelina, and wild tur key. The
roots go deep deep into the earth tap ping into wa ter sands below creeks that of ten run dry.
Break off a branch from the vine? Thirty minutes of
Texas sun, it is limp and life less, just more dead 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 with this sweet, del i cate fra grance. And even in the
dri est of years they will pro duce plump, tart grapes.
I did n’t know it then, 45 years ago, but the grape vines
were teach ing me, teach ing me. As an adult, they’ve be come
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 con nec tion and its mar vel ous bless ing of fruit ful ness.
They also teach me about sep a ra tion and its in ev i ta ble con sequence of death. The grape vines have helped me to re member the in cred i ble unique ness of each of God’s crea tures, in
all their differences, and how there’s a place for them in
God’s cre ation. And in a man ner quite mys te ri ous, the grapevines con tinue to teach me some thing about God’s de light
and joy. They teach me to un der stand some thing about what
Je sus was say ing to his dis ci ples long ago, and what Je sus is
say ing to his dis ci ples to day.
“I am the vine, you are the branches. Abide in me as I
abide in 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 be in
you and your joy may be com plete.” Do you see abid ing in
Christ? It’s alive and whole and fruit ful and joy ful. Severed
from Christ? Dead wood, frag mented, bar ren, dour. The invi ta tion to abide, what does it mean?
Re mem ber the grape vines. Re mem ber the grape vines.
They don’t grasp af ter the vine. They don’t earn the vine.
They grow out of the vine. They re ceive the life that’s flowing into them, they give life through the fruit that they produce. And Je sus says that fruit is love, love of God and love
of neigh bor. The dis ci ples pro duce what they re ceive—the
fruits of love. To say it again, what we do is an ex ten sion of
who we are.
Dear friends, in ways that I don’t re mem ber ex pe ri encing pre vi ously, these weeks lead ing to Gen eral Con fer ence
2000 seem to have been char ac ter ized by a cli mate of fear.
Fear. And some pretty ugly talk. Seeds of sus pi cion and hos-
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til ity have been planted. Dis trust and even cyn i cism are even
grow ing like weeds. They sap our en ergy, they drain our vital 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 nec tion be pre served? What will keep
us united?” Does any of that sound fa mil iar to you? Sometimes it feels to me like The United Meth od ist Church is just
hang ing on for dear life.
Friends, we can’t step out in mis sion while we’re hanging on for dear life. Clergy and la ity can’t be part ners with
one an other to trans form the world on be half of chil dren and
the poor while we’re fo cus sing on our selves. We don’t have
the time or the en ergy. We don’t have the time or the en ergy
to make dis ci ples of Je sus Christ while we’re spend ing our
time and en ergy sec ond-guess ing the mo tives of ev ery one
from the per son in the pew next to us to the per sons in the
chairs in the legislative committees to the bishops of the
church. And for those of us with white skin, we can’t elim inate rac ism while we’re hang ing on to white priv i lege. While
we are just hang ing on, we are just sur viv ing, and we’re not
the peo ple that God called us to be. We’ve done far 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.” And in this gos pel les son, Je sus is very clear, “Love
one an other as I have loved you.” John Wes ley ech oes that in
his ser mon “On Schism.” He writes these words, “Schism is
a fail ure of love.” Of love. So, will The United Meth od ist
Church dis con nect again? I live in the faith that love will triumph over fear.
God wants The United Methodist Church to be one
body, one body. There are two re al i ties that unite us, two realities: Jesus Christ and the mission of the Church. Jesus
Christ. The vine. That’s who we are—it’s our be ing. Dis ciples. The branches. Pro ducing fruit for the trans for ma tion of
the world. That’s what we do—it’s our mis sion.
Now, did you no tice in Je sus’ met a phor that branches
don’t go around prun ing other branches off the vine? It doesn’t hap pen in na ture. It does n’t hap pen in do mes tic pro duction. Not ever. Branches that cut off other branches—it’s
sim ply un imag in able. But this church, our be loved church,
has cut off branches from the vine. Last night, we re membered and last night we re pented.
What in cred i ble ar ro gance for one part of the body of
Christ to con sider prun ing an other part of the body of Christ.
Pray we don’t do it again for any rea son. In fact, for one part
of the body of Christ to hurt or di min ish an other part of the
body of Christ—it is to wound Christ’s own self. You see,
our very be ing is in Christ. Our con nec tion is in Christ. In all
our dif fer ences, in all our sim i lar i ties, our call ing is to be at
home with one an other. We let the vinegrower do the pruning. It’s re ally quite or di nary—and a lit tle ex traor di nary, too.

1883
The word that the Re vised Stan dard Ver sion uses to describe this re la tion ship of the branches and the vine is the
word re main. Re main. Some of you may know that word as
the way you learned this text. “Re main in me as I re main in
you.” Now, re mem ber that grape vine. Re mem ber the grapevine. Those branches have re mained on the vine for a long,
long time. They’ve survived drought and storms. They’ve
en dured cold northers and fi ery sum mer sun. Per se ver ance is
a part of their be ing. Re sil iency is their na ture. Their roots
run deep. So friends, take a deep breath and ex hale. Re lax. Be
at peace. God loves the 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 to re main
in Christ and to be nour ished by Christ’s love in the deep est
parts of our soul?
I know it’s Fri day morn ing, and I know many of you are
tired al ready. And I know that Gen eral Con fer ence is about
the last place we usu ally think of re main ing. We find ourselves scur ry ing to this meet ing and that, and push ing pa per
here and pull ing out notes there, find ing our selves com ing
and meet ing our selves go ing. Lis tening to United Meth odists who in ter pret Scrip ture dif fer ently than we do. Rub bing
shoul ders with United Meth od ists whose ac tions of 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 chaotic, like one of those big old mustang grapevines which
seem to go ev ery-which-a-way and no way at all. For some of
us it’s pretty tempt ing to cut our selves off, prune our selves,
stop lis ten ing, quit shar ing, and to get re ally frus trated with
oth ers of us. It’s easy to be come weary, not only in body, but
also in spirit.
So if that fits you a bit, maybe you might, for a few minutes, just right now, ac cept this in vi ta tion from Je sus to remain. Re main. Re main in God and keep on lis ten ing to God
and to your neigh bor. Re main in Christ and keep on reach ing
out in love to your neigh bor and the world. Re main in Christ
and con tinue holy conferencing, not only in Gen eral Con ference, but be yond. Ask God to show us a better way. A dear
friend once said to me, “Just hang on to Je sus.” It was good
coun sel. It’s also true that if we loosen our grip just a bit and
simply re main in Christ, we might dis cover that Je sus has
been hold ing us up all along. And, in fact, if we ac tu ally let
go, Christ’s love will carry us through.
The past tense of abide is the word abode. Abode. It’s a
dwell ing place. A home. A rest ing place. So Je sus’ in vi ta tion
is for us, all of us, to make our home in him. To live ev ery day
as the branches live on the vine. Now let me ask you, how do
you know where the branches stop and the vine begins?
Where the vine ends and the branches start? Now it’s easy to
iden tify the new est branches. The ones, they’re the most vulner a ble, the most ten der, the new branches. Its easy to identify the core vine. It’s the place where the roots go deep, deep
into the earth. But there are other parts of a grape vine, 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. And it’s hard to tell
where the vine be gins and the branch end. Do you have a
sense of what I mean?
In Feb ru ary of 1998, I was the guest of Bishop Ar thur
Kulah at the Li be ria An nual Con fer ence. He in vited me to
preach, but mostly I learned. And do you know al ready that
like sev eral other Af ri can coun tries, Li be ria has been dev astated by war. The an nual con fer ence at which I spoke was the
first full annual conference—all the districts present—in
three or four years. Al most ev ery United Meth od ist gath ered
there had lost a fam ily mem ber or a friend. They had all suffered greatly. The theme of the con fer ence was for give ness.
Forgiveness.
Most of the ses sions of the an nual con fer ence were neither leg is la tive nor busi ness. We might learn. I would describe much of the conference as (this is my language)
con ver sa tion on how to live a life that be comes the gos pel
and mak ing dis ci ples. At one point there was this long discus sion on for give ness. What does it mean? How do you do
it? How long does it take? Are there any qual i fi ca tions on
for give ness? Var i ous peo ple spoke. Some peo ple spoke at
length.
Rev. John Rus sell stood up. (He’s here by the way, a dele gate.) He qui etly re minded the con fer ence of the death of
his sev en teen-year-old son in the war. I learned later how
Rev. Rus sell had been driv ing the car. How his son was in the
front seat. How the sol diers had stopped them. How a sol dier
had pushed his ri fle in the pas sen ger win dow and shot Rev.
Rus sell’s son. How the child died in his fa ther’s arms. Rev.
Rus sell was very brief when he spoke of the death. Then he
spoke of for give ness. How hard it is. How long it takes. What
a pain ful strug gle it is. How only by God’s grace is for giveness and new life pos si ble. How for give ness takes all our human de sire and our be hav ior and our be liefs. And how in the
end for give ness is a gift of God alone.
I wept only when I got back to my room. And I asked
my self, Had I wit nessed a dis ci ple, a branch abid ing in the
vine? Or had I seen the face of Christ him self, if only for a
mo ment? Had I wit nessed the vine?
Look around you, dear friends, look around us. When
the world looks at us, Gen eral Con fer ence 2000, what does
the world see? Does the world see the face of fear or the face
of Christ? Does the world see sep a ra tion and dis con nec tion
and dead wood? Or does the world see this great vine with its
wide can opy of branches with room for all God’s peo ple? In
the ac tiv i ties of grace, does the world see bar ren ness or the
fruit of love? When the world looks at us, does it see a peo ple
with set jaws and clinched fists and point ing fin gers, or does
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it see a peo ple whose de light and joy in mis sion is an ex tension of who we are?
I hope the world will say, “Look at The United Meth odist Church. Those peo ple have opened their eyes and their
arms to thousands of peo ple in their com mu ni ties and all
around the world who are long ing for their lives to be transformed in God’s grace and be made per fect in love in this
life. They can stop those folks a mile away and jour ney with
them into a new way of life. Thank God for The United
Meth od ist Church!”
I hope the world will say, “Look at the United Meth od ist
Church. Those peo ple have opened their ears to the cries of
the chil dren. And they are talk ing chil dren into their arms
and they are bless ing them. In Af rica, in Asia, in Eu rope, in
the United States, chil dren have food enough to eat, a de cent
home in which to live, health care that heals and makes
whole, an ed u ca tion that pre pares them for the fu ture, and
fam i lies and com mu ni ties of faith that em brace them in the
love of Je sus Christ. Thank God for The United Meth od ist
Church.”
When the world looks at us I hope it will say, “Look at
The United Meth od ist Church. Those peo ple have been immersed in a cul ture of rac ism and hate and vi o lence and 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 standing as one body against hate and vi o lence. Thank God for
The United Meth od ist Church.”
I hope the world will say, “Look at The United Meth odist Church. We have in spected their fruit and it tastes good,
very good.
No doubt, some one is go ing to ask, “When did all that
get started?” And your re ply will come, “Why it was that reunit ing con fer ence of 2000.”
One thing more. When my sis ter 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 Meth od ist wine. At
best, it was an all day pro cess in an un-air con di tioned kitchen
with two chil dren un der foot. The bread was made. The ta ble
was set. There was fresh grape jelly for the bread and the
home made grape juice to greet, to eat, to drink. The fam ily
gath ered round to eat, and they en joyed and en joyed and enjoyed until they couldn’t hold another bite. Such sweet,
sweet com mu nion. The taste of good ness. The fra grance of
love. The sounds of joy. Life abid ing in the vine. Would n’t
you like The United Meth od ist Church to be like that? Amen.

