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One of my least favorite things is lawn work.  I have a special aversion to mowing.  I think it 

goes back to my childhood.  Our family home was situated on a couple acres of uneven terrain, 

most of which was covered w/ a mixture of grass and assorted weeds of diverse shapes and 

colors.  The landscape was rough, scarred w/ ditches and pockmarked w/ holes; molehills 

sprouted up here and there.  The most unforgettable part of the whole lawn care endeavor--even 

though I try to forget it as best I can--was the trees.  For throughout the yard a bewildering 

variety of trees had been planted in a peculiar pattern that resembled an aborted experiment in 

chaos theory.  Moreover, the trees were never trimmed, dressed, or cared for w/ much attention, 

so even the individual specimens presented a fearsome aspect at first sight.  From a practical 

perspective, the greatest annoyance stemmed from the low hanging branches protruding from the 

trunks.  As mentioned, the trees were never shaped by any artificial means, so branches shot out 

from them merely inches above the ground.  In order to mow around the trees, therefore, one had 

to approach with a push mower and carefully thrust it forward towards the base of the tree, pull it 

back, and so gradually work around the plant using these inward radial motions of mower.  This 

arduous process of mowing the lawn has been burned into my brain w/ such vividness, that even 

today I suffer a certain spontaneous revulsion at the sight of ill-kept trees situated in 

inconvenient locations.   

 

I suppose it is just punishment for my many sins, but this tense engagement w/ the botanical 

realm has followed me into church of all places.  For one of the vices of overly enthusiastic 

liturgical decorators is the thoughtless and excessive introduction of plants into the worship 

space.  In some instances, plants are situated in high traffic areas, say Communion aisles or 

certain parts of the sanctuary, creating a fall risk for communicants, lay ministers, and the priest 

himself.  In other cases, plants obstruct the view of liturgical action or religious art.  And too 

often, plants are not adequately maintained, so dead leaves litter the floor, the stench of decaying 

petals fouls the air, and the plant itself becomes an eyesore.  Outdoors, problems may arise as 

well.  In addition to the potential for aesthetic offense, liability concerns appear:  when trees are 

planted too close to buildings, roots may crack the foundation, leaves clog the gutters, falling 

branches can damage the roof or break a window.   

 

In light of all my issues w/ the plant kingdom, it's rather amusing that in today's gospel, the Lord 

employs a botanical metaphor, describing the faith community as a kind of vine.  Specifically, he 

identifies himself as the vine and his followers as the branches, while his Father is likened to the 

vinedresser.  And the Lord speaks of how the vine is dressed:  dead branches are lopped off; 

living branches are trimmed that they may bear more fruit.  To the untrained observer, this 

process of vinedressing may look destructive for the vine's size is diminished, but it is in fact for 

the good of the vine that the unproductive members be removed.  The vine becomes healthier 

and more fruitful as a result of the pruning process.   



 

Well, I think this metaphor should be both explanatory and consolatory for us disciples 

nowadays.  I mean we live in an era when the vine that is the Catholic Church has suffered a 

noticeable decline in magnitude in the USA (along with a lot of other Christian denominations, 

by the way):  millions have ceased to practice regularly, parishes and schools have closed, entire 

religious orders are rapidly approaching extinction.  Moreover, the ambient culture has gradually 

lost much of its formerly Christian character.  Indeed, many high profile Catholics behave in 

such a way as to be indistinguishable from complete pagans.  A superficial comparison of the not 

so distant past, those "good old days" when Mass attendance was much higher, when seminaries 

and convents were full, to the current state of affairs could engender great discouragement.  But 

this comparison, I think, would be inaccurate and unfair.  To follow the gospel lesson, one could 

say that the Church passes through seasons of pruning and trimming, purgative periods when 

those who have attached to the Church for the wrong reasons are separated, and those who 

remain are purified.  And the hopeful promise is that this vine which has been shrunk in size will 

produce more abundant fruit than before.  The challenge for us who are still hanging in there on 

the vine, is to heed the Lord's summons to "remain in me."  Through attentive listening to God's 

Word, through devout reception of Christ in Sacrament, through faithful daily prayer, through a 

life obedient to Church teaching and patterned on the Lord's example, we remain in Jesus.  Let's 

pray that we will enter more deeply into Jesus at this Eucharist, that our lives may bear abundant 

fruit for his kingdom.   


