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St Mary the Virgin, Westerham 

Fifth Sunday of Easter - 2 May 2021 

Thoughts on a Sunday 

 (Acts 8: 26-40 and John 15: 1-8) 

 

 I’m sure we’re all familiar with Jesus’ ‘I am’ sayings – I am the bread of life, I am 

the gate to the sheepfold, I am the good shepherd, for instance, that we heard about last 

week.  And now, as part of his ‘farewell discourses’, Jesus describes himself as the ‘true 

vine’ and his followers as the branches that bear fruit.  You don’t have to be an 

experienced gardener to know that with any plant, if you break off a branch and 

disconnect it from the main stem that supplies the water and nutrients via the roots, then 

that branch soon withers and dies.  And Jesus uses this metaphor to emphasise the 

importance of remaining united to him, in order to be united with God and one another in 

love – particularly in the environment of the time that was hostile to the early Christians.  

 But John goes further than telling Jesus’ followers that they must unite. He tells 

them that they are united.  They all belong to one another because they all belong to 

Christ. The picture of the vine makes this point. The branches don’t have any choice 

about being part of the same plant – they just are, because they’re all attached to the 

same stem.  Those who have attached themselves to Christ have also attached 

themselves to one another, whether they like it or not.   There is an organic unity for those 

who have chosen Christ.  Friends of Christ are also friends of one another – the well-

being of one is the well-being of all, and a disaster for one is a disaster for all.  Any who 

pull themselves away from their fellow branches, detach themselves from the stem and no 

longer flourish.  It’s those who stay together who produce the grapes.   And this is well 

illustrated in the lifestyle of the Early Church as depicted in the Book of Acts.  The early 

Christians lived together in community – they shared their resources, not only to support 

themselves but to help the poor and needy around them, and further God’s mission of 

spreading the Good News of salvation through Jesus Christ.  It’s a model that still lies at 

the heart of God’s Church today – however loosely that might be interpreted – and it’s 

good to remind ourselves from time to time of the importance of this. 

 As Jesus said, ‘Abide in me, as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit 

by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me.’ And it’s the 

production of fruit in our lives that makes us disciples, rather than the other way round. 

We see the evidence of this in the story of Philip in today’s reading from the Book of Acts, 

who listened to the message from the angel and, as a result, met the Ethiopian Eunuch - a 

total stranger who was reading the Book of Isaiah and struggling to make sense of it. 

Philip ended up teaching him about Jesus and subsequently baptising him. 
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 I really love this story, for its sheer exuberance and spontaneity.  The Ethiopian 

would have been an extremely important man, Treasurer to the Queen of Ethiopia, and 

was probably dressed in fine clothes, and yet he was so inspired by what Philip told him 

about Jesus that he leapt out of his chariot at the first spring or brook they passed, and 

asked to be baptised – and it was full immersion in those days! 

 The Ethiopian Eunuch, through his baptism, became connected and united to 

Jesus (part of the vine) and, tradition tells us, bore fruit himself by ministering and 

evangelising to others.   

 We too, through our baptism, are given life in Jesus and are drawn into God’s 

mission and ministry in the world.  God’s life is made ours as well, and we share it. We are 

joined to the vine, so we know ourselves to be loved, and we can show that love to the 

world.  Not everyone is called to evangelise in the manner of Philip, but God does call 

each of us in different ways to share our faith with others in deed and word, particularly 

those who seem a bit lost and bewildered. 

   However important this is to do, sharing our faith isn’t necessarily an easy thing to 

do, and probably never has been. Christians today face challenges similar to those of the 

early Church.  In some parts of the world Christians are still persecuted for their faith.  In 

the west we face indifference – the Church seems to have become irrelevant to the 

majority of our society, and growing our numbers seems an uphill task. But if every one of 

us could have just one encounter with someone outside the Church family, like Philip did, 

just think what a difference that would make.  If everyone invited someone to church - be 

they friend, family member or stranger – the congregation would double immediately. But 

wait, please, until we don’t have to ‘social distance’! 

 Over the centuries deep divisions, even within the Anglican Church, over matters 

of doctrine, ethics and church practice have occurred, which seem hard to mend.  What 

we can do, however, is seek to understand our fellow Christians by praying for them and 

working with them – remembering always that we belong together even with those whom 

we disagree with, or don’t like maybe, because we all belong to Christ.  We abide in him 

and he abides in us, and he promises that this relationship will bear fruit. 

 Jesus Christ is made real and exciting in our lives by the power of the Holy Spirit’s 

presence, guiding and enabling us to be who we are – branches of the Holy vine, living life 

for God’s glory.  May we never become detached, to wither and die. 

Revd Adie McCall 

  


