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 Years ago, before I was a priest, I had my own house.   One year a man who I knew 

challenged a group of us to grow tomatoes and he set up a contest to judge who had grown the 

largest tomato, the most tomatoes on one plant, and the first to ripen.  He gave each of us a 

“topsy-turvy” planter (you know one of those that grows the plant upside down) and set us to the 

task.  I don’t have much experience with tomatoes and I don’t even eat vegetables (sorry to all 

the mothers and grandmothers out there), however, I took the task up.  I bought a tomato plant, I 

bought fertilizer, read about tomato growing, I put an eye hook on a south-facing eave of my 

garage and went to it.  If you have ever done something like this you notice that not all branches 

are alike.  Some will produce flowers - and with the flowers, fruit - and others just make a bunch 

of leaves.  Pruning is needed to get the maximum yield (I won for most tomatoes, by the way) 

some branches are helping the effort, others are just sucking up energy and putting on a show.   

 Jesus knew that his audience would understand the metaphor of a vine and its branches.  

They would understand that some branches bear fruit, and others do not.  That the ones that don’t 

bear fruit need to be removed, and the ones bearing fruit need to be pruned to reach a maximum 

yield.  In saying this, he is also talking about different types of people and their response to 

accepting and following him.  Part of following is bearing fruit in worship, bringing others to 

God, and in acts of charity.  Let’s look at three types of branches: First the branches that do bear 

fruit, then the ones that don’t bear fruit, and finally those that have been separated from the vine. 

 The goal of a fruit bearing plant is to … well … bear fruit.  Jesus tells his followers that 

they are the branches and that he expects them to bear fruit.  He tells them that he is the vine 

itself, and just like the vine provides the sap that nourishes the branch so he does.  He says: I am 

the vine, you are the branches.  Whoever remains in me and I in him will bear much fruit, 

because without me you can do nothing.   As much as he charges them to be active in bearing 

fruit, it is foolish to think that a branch, disconnected from a plant and its root system, can even 

live at all, let alone bear fruit.  He is the vine that has deep roots, that provides nourishment, that 

is the place from which the branch sprouts, that gives a structure that supports it so that it is not 

lying in the mud but is held up where it can absorb the sun and the air.  Jesus further says that 

every [branch] that does [bear fruit] [the Father] prunes so that it bears more fruit.  On my 



tomato plant I had to snip off the little suckers that grew on the branch so that the water and 

nourishment would be directed to the fruit.  The process of being pruned, of having to surrender 

things for the sake of Jesus is not always easy.  If we pray to him to be pruned we may see some 

things go away, or relationships change, or sacrifices present themselves.  Although these may 

worry us - in the end God is only directing our energy to the things that bear fruit. 

 So what about the branches that are not bearing fruit at all.   They are not bearing fruit of 

charity, discipleship, praise of God, and spreading the word in righteousness - rather they are 

using the resources and energy that they get to build up themselves instead of bearing fruit.  On 

my plant there were branches like this.  Lush vegetation, but no fruit.  They would suck water 

and energy to become larger, and they would sometimes put the fruit bearing branches in the 

shade blocking their sunlight.  We all could get into this mode of building up our own self and 

interests such that there is nothing left to bear fruit for Jesus, and we can even make it more 

difficult for those bearing fruit to do so.  Jesus says that [the Father] takes away every branch in 

me that does not bear fruit.  Just like I had to remove these wasteful branches if the goal was to 

be accomplished, Jesus says that those who live in this way will be separated from the vine. 

 This brings us to the branches that are separated from the vine.  When I would prune or 

remove a branch it quickly began to wither.  Set its aside for a day and it was still green, but very 

wilted.  Appearing to be alive, but really dead.  This is the fate of those who separate themselves 

from Jesus who do not draw nourishment from him in the Eucharist, in his Word, and in loving 

relationship.  Jesus is the only source of spiritual life that animates us in this life and brings us to 

glory in the next.  Yet, if one of these branches were to be grafted back onto the vine it would 

come to life again - maybe even bear fruit.  Repentance, receiving the sacrament of 

reconciliation, and returning to the Lord is like being grafted back onto the vine making new life 

possible.  If this does not happen the branch will eventually dry out and is only be good as fuel in 

the fire (which is what they did with branches that were trimmed from the vines in Jesus’ day). 

 The vine is Jesus, the sap in that vine is the Holy Spirit, the Father is the attentive 

winegrower seeking to bring a rich harvest (and wishing that all the branches get on board with 

the project).  He would rather prune than remove, he would rather the branch be provided for and 

succeed - as we heard in the second reading: [we] receive from [God] whatever we ask, because 

we keep his commandments and do what pleases him.  Let’s all strive to be the branches that bear 

good fruit.  Branches that stay connected to Jesus, who allow for pruning, and give glory to God.


