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Scripture: John 15:1–8 (NRSVUE)
15 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. 2 He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit. 3 You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you. 

4 Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me. 5 I am the vine; you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing. 

6 Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. 7 If you abide in me and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. 

8 My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples.


Friends, today we're beginning a brand-new four-week series 
     here at FMC called CONNECTED: LIVE TO GIVE!

I'm excited about where we're going together over these next few weeks. 
   Because we're talking about something that is absolutely central 
to our lives as followers of Jesus.	 Generosity.

But before anybody starts reaching for their wallet or groaning,
    I want you to hear something important.
~Generosity is about so much more than what we give… 
    of time, talent or treasure. 
~Generosity is about who we are becoming.

It's about the way we live. The way we love. The way we share our time, 
    our gifts, our resources, our compassion, & our very lives with others.

Friends, I believe with my whole heart that: 
   Generosity grows out of connection.

Think about it. When we feel connected to someone, 
   when we genuinely care about them, generosity comes more naturally. 
We want to help. We want to share. We want to make a difference.
       And the same is true of our relationship with God.

Over the next four weeks, we're going to explore how generosity grows 
   out of four life-giving connections.
~Today, we begin with our connection to God—
     the source of everything we are and everything we have.
~Next week, Jeremiah will explore our connection to others, 
      because we were never created to journey through life alone.
~Then we'll consider how God's grace connects us to our truest selves, 
      shaping us into the people we were created to become.
~And finally, on Thanksgiving Sunday, we'll celebrate our connection 
      to God's world, remembering that we are blessed to become a blessing.

Doesn't that sound a whole lot like what we're called to do here at FMC?
   LOVE GOD. REACH PEOPLE. SERVE ALL.
That's what we're about!

Every act of generosity changes more than we can see.
 A word of encouragement. A simple act of kindness. 
     A prayer offered for someone who's hurting. An hour spent serving.
 A financial gift that helps change someone's life, 
     right here in Moorestown and in multiple places around the world.

We may never know how far the ripples of our generosity will reach.
 But here's where it all begins.
     Before we can bear fruit that blesses others, 
we need to understand where that fruit comes from.
And that's exactly what Jesus is talking about in our Scripture today. 
    In the well known teaching of the vine and the branches.

Now, I don't know about you, 
    but I think most of us have a little independent streak in us.

Think about a child learning to do something new. 
   You offer to help, you want to help your child or grandson Peter…
      & what's the response? A very passionate—
  "Gigi, I can do it MYSELF!"

And sometimes they can! 
    And sometimes there's orange juice all over the kitchen floor! Right?

But I'm not sure we ever completely outgrow that attitude. 
  We just get better at disguising it.
     We pride ourselves on our independence, our hard work, 
          our accomplishments. And there's nothing wrong with that!

But sometimes we begin to believe that everything we have 
    and everything we've become is entirely our own doing.

We forget the people who helped us, the opportunities someone opened, 
     the encouragement, the sacrifices, the prayers.

And sometimes, my friends, 
     we forget the One who made it all possible in the first place.

Which brings us to Jesus & this provocative image 
   of the vine & the branches.
Jesus says: "I am the vine; you are the branches."

Friends, Jesus is speaking these words to his disciples 
 during his final evening with them, knowing that his death is approaching.

And I find it fascinating that in this incredibly important moment, 
  Jesus doesn't give them a long list of things they need to accomplish.
~He doesn't say, "Okay, here's your five-year strategic plan!"
~He doesn't tell them to work harder, produce more, 
    or prove themselves worthy of the mantle He’s soon passing on. NO.
Instead, he gives them an image they would have understood immediately.
    A vine and its branches.

Because here's something everyone knows about a branch.
    A branch cannot produce fruit all by itself.
It doesn't matter how hard it tries!

Can you imagine a branch waking up in the morning and saying, 
    "Okay! Today's the day! I'm going to work really hard 
and produce some spectacular grapes!"		Of course not!

The branch bears fruit because it's connected to the vine.
   The vine provides the nourishment, the strength, the life.
And Jesus says that's exactly how it works with us.
       "Abide in me as I abide in you."

That word ABIDE is so important.
    It means to remain. To stay. To make your home in.

Jesus isn't inviting us into an occasional connection with God, 
    something we check in on when it's convenient.
He's inviting us into an ongoing, ever-growing, expanding,
     life-giving relationship.
   A relationship where we draw our strength, our purpose, our love,
        and our very identity from him.

And Jesus reveals so much in his WORDS today
~He doesn't say, "Gina, Just try harder and maybe you'll bear fruit."
~He says, "Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit."
Fruitfulness isn't the result of frantic striving. 
It's the result of faithful abiding.

And I wonder how many of us need to hear that today. I know I do!
   Because we live in a world that constantly tells us to do more. 
Be more. Achieve more. Produce more.

And Jesus says something incredibly different.
   Stay connected to me.   Because everything else…grows from there.
In our Wesleyan understanding of faith, we talk about something called    
   prevenient grace. It's a theological phrase for a beautiful truth:
God always moves first.

Before we ever reach toward God, God is already reaching toward us.   
    Before we ever love God, God has already loved us.

And that's why generosity begins with gratitude.
  When we recognize that everything we have and everything we are
      begins with God's grace, we stop seeing life simply as something 
   	we've earned and begin seeing it as something we've been given.

A gift!  And when we recognize life as a gift, 
    generosity becomes a joyful response. 
Not something we're pressured into doing …
    or something we do to earn God's approval.
Grace comes first. Generosity follows.

And friends, I think there's something especially meaningful 
    about hearing these words on All Saints Sunday.

Today we've remembered and given thanks for those saints 
    who have gone before us.  People whose lives touched ours. 
Whose faith encouraged us. Whose generosity blessed us.

~Some of them taught Sunday School. 
~Some sang in the choir or praise team. 
~Some served quietly behind the scenes. 
~Some prayed faithfully for this church and its people.
~Some were our parents, grandparents, siblings, mentors, 
teachers, or friends.

And here's what I find so awesome. 
Some of the fruit we're enjoying today grew from the faithfulness 
   of people who are no longer sitting in these pews 
or worshipping online.

*Just think about that. Their love didn't end when their earthly lives ended.
-Their faithfulness continues to bear fruit.
-Their generosity continues to ripple outward.
     In this church, in their families and in countless ways 
          we will never even know.

And now, my friends, we have the opportunity to do the same.
  Not because we're trying to earn our place among the saints of light…
     But because we're connected to the very same Vine that sustained them.
The same grace that shaped their lives is still at work shaping ours.
      And what a gift that is!

So let me ask you something this morning.
What kind of fruit is growing from your connection to God?

Because Jesus makes it clear that a life connected to him will bear fruit.
  Not necessarily the fruit the world celebrates.
  Not always success or recognition or material abundance.
But the fruit of love.	Compassion.		Kindness.
    Justice.		Forgiveness.		Generosity.
*The kind of fruit that makes a difference in the lives of countless others.

With Election Day coming Tuesday, 
     we're reminded that our faith doesn't stop at the church doors. 

Even voting can be an expression of the fruit we bear, as our responsibility 
    to care for our neighbors, seek justice, practice mercy, 
    and work toward the common good.
We may not agree on candidates or issues, and that's okay. 
 But our connection to Christ calls us to approach our civic responsibilities 
    with compassion, humility, and love for our neighbors.     Amen?!

Oh and I see all kinds of fruit growing right here at FMC.
~I see it in our kids and youth discovering what it means to follow Jesus.

~I see it in small groups where people are finding friendship, 
    encouragement, and a deeper connection to God and one another.

~I saw it just last Sunday, when well over 800 children & family members    
    came thru our parking lot, many from surrounding communities!
And yes, there was plenty of candy, costumes, and laughter. 
   But something much bigger was happening.
      Through the generosity of nearly 100 volunteers, those families    
         experienced a church that opened its doors, welcomed them, 
       and simply wanted to bring joy into their lives.

And who knows what seeds of connection were planted that day? 
    Or how far those ripples of kindness might reach?

*Friends, these aren't simply programs we operate.
    They're expressions of God's grace bearing fruit through us!
THAT'S Living to Give!

Generosity isn't simply something Christians do.
    It's who Christians become.

And becoming generous people begins by remembering
     that everything starts with God.

The invitation of Jesus today isn't to try harder, accomplish more, 
   or prove our worth.
It's simply this: Stay connected.

Stay connected to the One who gives us life, 
    whose grace is already at work within us, and who calls us to become 
more loving, more compassionate, more generous.

Because when we abide in Christ, gratitude grows. Love grows.    
    Generosity grows.   And the blessings we've received 
ripple outward into the lives of others—
sometimes in ways we'll never fully see.

Oh friends, stay connected to the Vine…and Live to Give!
     May it be so. Amen and amen!





