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(Jn 15:1-8) 

 When Jesus speaks of the Vine and the Branches at the Last Supper, he is 
teaching the apostles the sacramental nature of Christian discipleship, found 
especially in the Eucharist.   

 Christians do not simply learn and follow the teachings of Jesus, the way 
disciples of Buddha or some other religion “follow” their prophet and founder.  
Christian discipleship is an actual union with the founder, Jesus, a union as real 
and profound as that between a vine and its branches: 

 “I am the vine, you are the branches… Remain in me, as I remain in you. 
Just as a branch cannot bear fruit on its own unless it remains on the vine, so 
neither can you unless you remain in me” (Jn 15:4-5).   

 When someone grows grapes to make wine, he possesses in his vineyard 
certain strong, prized vines that produce great grapes.  Onto this vine he will graft 
branches taken from lesser vines, in order that they might produce more and better 
fruit.  This grafting process creates a physical union, by which the transplanted 
branches begin to take their life from a new source.   

 Baptism is the sacrament by which people are “grafted” into Christ the true 
vine.  Through baptism, the disciples of Jesus begin to live by a new life, that of 
the Resurrected Christ.  When speaking of the new life of baptism in his letter to 
the Romans, St. Paul uses this image of a branch being grafted (albeit with an olive 
tree instead of a grapevine): “For if we have been ‘grafted’ with him in a death like 
his, we shall certainly be ‘grafted’ with him in a resurrection like his” (Rm 6:5; cf. 
11:17-24).  Christians are taken from lesser religions that do not provide true life, 
and through the grafting of Baptism begin to produce the fruits of eternal life.   

 This new Life flowing into the soul from the Vine is termed “sanctifying 
grace.”  Sin damages the Baptismal covenant by which a Christian lives through 
sanctifying grace.  Mortal sin actually breaks the bond, such that the Christian is 
“cut off” from Christ.  He will wither and die spiritually, and on the last day will be 
gathered up and thrown in the fire to be burned (Jn 15:6).  Even if the sin is not 
mortal, but venial, it will still limit and constrain the life of grace, so that the 
branch, while remaining in the vine, will not bear much fruit.   

 Penance is the sacrament by which the original bond of Baptism is restored 
and healed, purified and strengthened.  Penance removes the obstacles by which 
grace is impeded, thus allowing the fruits of holiness to increase.   
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 If Baptism is the sacrament of grafting, then Confirmation is the sacrament 
by which the fruit is commissioned.  Through Confirmation we act in the full 
power and stature of Christ, that is to say, “in his name.”  Jesus says, “ask for 
whatever you want and it will be done for you” (Jn 15:7).  A disciple of Christ, 
living fully in union with him and according the grace flowing through his life, will 
bear the same fruitfulness as Christ bore in his life.   

 Among all the sacraments, however, none is more important than the 
Eucharist.  It is by means of the Eucharist that the branch receives and shares the 
Life of the Vine.  More than anything, the Eucharist helps us to recognize that a 
Christian disciple is not merely a “follower” of Christ, but one who lives “in him,” 
and he in the disciple: “Remain in me, as I remain in you” (Jn 15:4).  Christ, 
together with the Holy Spirit, dwells within the soul of a Christian as in a temple (1 
Cor 6:19).  A Christian has the “mind of Christ” (Phi 2:5, 1 Cor 2:16).  But more 
than that, a Christian literally has Christ’s Blood flowing through his veins, and 
Christ’s risen flesh in his flesh: “Take and eat, this is my Body… Take and drink, 
this is my Blood…”   

 In the sacrament of the Eucharist, the union between Christ and the disciple 
is brought to its highest fulfillment, a nuptial union of the highest order: the “two 
become one flesh.”  Unlike Baptism and Confirmation, which establish the union 
and set up the fruit-bearing mission, the Eucharist is a repeated sacrament, because 
the nourishment required to carry out the mission is an ongoing need.   

 Finally, we can focus on the fruit which the Father desires.  It is the fruits of 
holiness, also known as the “Fruits of the Holy Spirit”: love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control (cf. Gal 5:25-26).  In 
order to yield an increase or maximum of spiritual fruitfulness, the Father prunes 
the branches, cutting off parts that are growing in a wrong or unhelpful direction.  
Moreover, the best wine comes from grapes that have been stressed.  It is not 
God’s intention to cause suffering or pain, but He will subject the disciple to trials 
in order to foster a greater faith, charity, and peacefulness.  Suffering helps to 
break the self-will which impedes the operation of grace.   

 Assisting in the task of pruning is the “word,” the scriptures and the 
teachings of Christ: “You are pruned because of the word that I spoke to you” (Jn 
15:3).  It is by means of God’s word and particularly the Gospels, that we are 
directed, guided, confronted, challenged, formed.  God’s word engages our human 
intellect and will so that the process of Christian formation is a cooperative effort 
between grace and human free will.  The fruit of a holy life comes about entirely 
by the action of God’s grace, but not without our free consent and cooperation with 
that grace.   
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 This then is what it means to be a disciple of Christ.  We are not simply 
followers who try to imitate and emulate the example of our Lord.  We are one 
with him.  We truly and literally live “in him, and he in us.”   

 


