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If seven trees makes a forest, then I planted a forest. Twelve years ago, we rejoiced for the ten acre woods behind our new home. Within three weeks, bulldozers began pushing over the trees for a new subdivision.  Our fourth-grader wept. One Saturday, I rolled into our doomed woods with a shovel and wheelbarrow. I dug up about ten native trees; all about 30 inches tall. Along newly demarcated property lines, I dug ten holes, each twice as big as the transplants root ball. I added compost to the holes, separated the roots, set each tree ball in the ground, stirred in good earth, poured root stimulator, and mulched around each slender trunk. Each week,  I nourished my grove with five gallon buckets equipped with a tiny drip hole. Wednesday, while visiting with Golden Triangle families, I drove by my now adolescent woods. My little oaks, tulip poplars, and birches stretched beyond the neighbors’ second story roof. I stood watching birds enjoy the cover, shade, and beauty.Joy! There is a moment when transplanting a tree tests your nerve: pruning. Pruning makes me nervous.It is counter-intuitive to cut back branches while you hope your tree will stretch towards heaven. Still, every vineyard steward knows you must prune to produce crisp apples, fine wine, and yummy jelly.  
Jesus speaks of us as a vines and God as our vine dresser. The Divine Gardener metaphor rings truer than a collection of Bible facts. God as the True Vine speaks of our relationship with God: “I am the vine; you are the branches.”  Just abide in the image for a moment. Raise your arms like branches, with fingers like leaves, if that helps. Imagine a grape growing right out  of your fingertips as you feed the hungry, welcome a stranger, or forgive an old wound.  
God is the source of life. God is the vine that nourishes us. Christ flows like a stream of Living Water, bubbling up within us, quenching our deepest thirst. John 4: Do you have dry, dusty, dehydrated, desolate, dying places in your soul- a hardness of heart? God is the vine; you are the branches. God whispers, If you remain in me, you will produce fruit. Keep my commandments, remain in my love, so that my joy will be in you and your joy will be complete. But please know,without me, you can’t do anything.” 
There is an ocean of love hidden within that buried image of God within us. Early Methodists spoke of that taproot of hope within us, “we have this hope, because the love of God has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us.” (Romans 5:5) God’s love can nourish our souls. Love can rehydrate us, ending our wilt, and nourishing us back to life. Without the Living Water, our souls dry up, hardening in bitterness, despair, unforgiveness, anger, corruption, hedonism, materialism, nationalism, capitalism, sexism, greed, addiction, abuse, hatred, fighting, obsession, one-upmanship, battling, selfishness, rivalry, jealousy, deadness, graceless-ness, unfaithfulness, hopelessness, and loveless-ness.  
Have you ever dug a deep hole during a drought? Without rain the ground dries rock hard, repelling your shovel, so that you must swing a maddox. The rain softens the bitter ground. Without patterns of worship, prayer, and service, our hearts grow and our spirits wilt. 
God is the vine;  and we are the branches. God whispers, “remain in me. Abide in me, dwell in me and produce good fruit. Sow holy seeds. Grow love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, generosity, self-control, mercy, justice, equality, fairness, contentment, community, and compassion. Keep my commandments, do justice, love mercy, and walk with humility, remain in my love and the divine joy will reside in your heart. Indeed, once connected with me, Your Creator, your joy will become complete. Without me, you can’t do anything, achieve anything, or grow anything that endures beyond your one life. Remain in my love.  
 Do you have a taproot of worship, prayer, and service that pushes the hard dry soil? When does the the Living Water shower you with newness? Do we know the raindance of welcome, feed, clothe, give, visit, listen, forgive, ponder, praise, restore, defend, build, and accompany? 
But Jesus talks about pruning, too. And Jesus tells a parable about weeds choking our souls. 
Gardening is hard work. I’ve often stepped out of the garden feeling renewed by the spiritual practice getting my hands dirty only to hear Connie say, “You stink!” Living Water is some prosperity energy drink or feel good pill. Joy comes from digging deep, pulling weeds, sowing love and enduring pruning. Jesus links joy with the commandments. Hear the Gardener’s command and rule: I am the true vine, God is the vineyard keeper. God removes branches that do not produce fruit…  Remain in my love. Keep my commandments. Remain rooted in love. This is the commandment: love each other just as Christ loved you! Love each other. Love your neighbor, love the stranger, love your enemies. Love alone nourishes the soul. Loving actions bring God’s joy into your heart and in time make your joy complete.
Love is not emotional compost, but the hard work of ethical actions done benefits everyone- even enemies. Seniors. Love is the worthy goal of your life. “Without love you can do nothing, achieve nothing, become nothing, and leave behind nothing.” Life is not about a tingling emotion you feel, absorb, or consume. Love is what you offer, foster, and build. Love is not about the degree you hang on your wall. Love is about the way you serve neighbors, strangers, and even enemies with that degree. Plant love. 
Sueli, Cintia, and Emma, love is about accepting the freedom and power God gives us to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves! Love is about proclaiming good news and living according to the example of Christ. Love is about the hard work of constructing a community of love, forgiveness and service. Plant seeds of love everywhere!
If our life is to grow into a holy garden that honors the gift of this life, we must pull up the weeds that choke out life. We must plow up the hard places in our hearts. We must prune the dead branches and remove the sinful shoots that harm ourselves and others. In the parable of the sower, Jesus identifies the weeds that wreck our lives. What weeds will choke out God’s love? The weed is not hate or fornication, but materialism, consumerism, or our worship of capitalism. “The cares of the world and the lure of wealth” choke our souls. (Matthew 13:22) 
When did you last pull some spiritual weeds? When did you last ask God to prune away: the lure of wealth and the cares of consumerism? When did you prayerfully root out: bitterness, despair, unforgiveness, anger, ill-gotten gain, hedonism, materialism, nationalism, capitalism, sexism, tribalism, greed, addiction, abuse, hatred, rivalry, jealousy, vulgarity, rudeness, crude-ness, quarrelsomeness, vindictiveness, selfishness, meanness, graceless-ness, unfaithfulness, hopelessness, and loveless-ness. Pull those weeds up; offer those invasive artery clogging weeds to God in prayer and Christian conversation. Make room in your spiritual garden for joy, peace, patience, serenity, kindness, goodness, generosity, justice, faith, hope and love.    
We must plant seeds of love. We must pull up the alluring weeds that so easily take over our gardens. A garden without intentionally will be filled with weeds.  
God is the true vine, nectar hydrating our souls. We are but branches dependent on our connection to the Living Water. As the world lures us with flashy consumer goods and entertaining pleasures, God whispers, remain in me, dwell in love. Produce justice, mercy, goodness, love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Stay connected so that a holy joy might blossom within our hearts! 
Let us pull weeds and grow love-hydrated by a stream of Living Water bubbling up within us!  Amen. 
