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 We took a family trip to Nova Scotia several years ago. Other than knowing about the 

Bay of Fundy and tidal bores, we didn’t know much else. One surprise was its wine growing 

region on the shores of the Minas Basin, an arm of the Bay of Fundy. The small vineyards 

enabled us to visit two or three wineries in an afternoon. At one winery, the winemaker gave us a 

close tour of the vineyard. 

 Long wires running for several yards support the vines. They grape vine starts with a 

thick trunk which rises to meet the lowest wire and then the vine splits off in opposite directions. 

The vines produce several canes which grow upwards to the next wire. However, the vine 

grower prunes all the canes except for one or two. They do this to concentrate the vine’s energy 

into the grapes. In other words, they prune the extra canes to keep the energy from dissipating 

into many grape clusters. Basically, they choose quality over quantity. 

 This was Jesus’ final discourse with his friends the night before he died. He used the 

image of the vine as the metaphor for Israel. In essence he said to them, “Prune all that is 

unnecessary so that you may enjoy what truly matters.” The succulent grapes are eternal life 

leading to the kingdom of heaven. True blessings come from following God’s laws. 

 Think of all the times Jesus challenged the Pharisees, Sadducees, lawyers, and scribes. 

He meant those challenges to focus their attention on God’s laws. Jesus was not trying to 

overturn and negate the laws. Rather, Jesus tried to get them to see the true intent underneath the 

practiced he criticized. Think of the dinner at Levi’s house in which the Pharisees and the scribes 

asked why Jesus’ disciples ate with tax collectors and sinners. (Luke 5:2-32) Jesus essentially 



told them that, even they deserved God’s love and grace. Or when the Pharisees and scribes 

charged the disciples of eating with defiled hands because they didn’t wash them, and Jesus 

pointed out their own hypocrisies. (Matthew 15:1-11) 

 Pruning the branches removed the accumulated traditions and practices which became 

part of Judaism to the extent that they became the marks of piety rather than taking care of the 

people who didn’t have their daily bread. From Jeremiah 6:19-20: 

Hear, O earth; I am going to bring disaster on this people, 

 the fruit of their schemes, 

because they have not given heed to my words; 

 and as for my teaching, they have rejected it. 

Of what use to me is frankincense that comes from Sheba, 

 or sweet cane from a distant land? 

Your burnt offerings are not acceptable, 

 nor are your sacrifices pleasing to me. 

 Two thousand years later, we’re in a similar state. Centuries of traditions and practices 

have accumulated to define the church. They worked well into the 1970s until things changed. 

Slowly at first. Attendance began to decline. Some people left the church for other religions. 

Some left because they found something better to do. The decline accelerated in the 1990s. 

Fewer young people came. Their social world didn’t revolve around the church. Some people 

gave up religion altogether. Postmodernism prompted people to question longstanding teachings. 

By the early 2000s, young people sought satisfaction in missions, not worship, and they found 

many mission opportunities outside of the church.  

 Meanwhile, our churches held fast to their traditions. Although we sing new hymns, a 

time traveler from the 1960s would find worship today comfortably familiar. We still linger over 

the belief that getting people into the door will get them to join the church, which we should 

realize its fallacy after countless fundraising suppers. We’re stuck on membership when 

sociologically people in their 20s and 30s are less likely to join any organization. 



 It’s obvious that continuing to do what we’ve been doing for decades will not return the 

church to its glory. Then again, was our previous glory really glorious or should we define glory 

differently? Do we measure our health by the size of our membership and budget or do we 

measure our health by the number of lives we touch? 

 We have pruned some canes already, which have produced new grapes. Our new bylaws 

dispensed with formal membership as a requisite to serve on ministry teams. We also 

decentralized decision-making. That we post the service for later viewing and audios of the 

scripture readings through the discussions move us away from believing that everyone must drop 

everything to worship at 10:00 AM on Sunday mornings. Furthermore, the word can come from 

the people as well as the preacher.  

 As we look ahead, we should ask ourselves what grapes should we grow and what canes 

should we prune? 

 

 


