Acts 8: 26-40; John 15: 1-8 – Mission Pruned
Sunday 29/04/18, 8.00 & 11.00 at CC, 9.30 at GS

Our two readings are very different: two different settings – a dusty desert road and a luscious vineyard – and two very different sets of images – one of journeying and challenging conversation; the other of growing, pruning and bearing fruit. You would expect two different sets of applications – one about our outer worlds: mission; and the other about the inner world: spirituality. But it may be the points where these two passages touch each other that they touch our lives too.

In the Gospel reading Jesus stresses the utter necessity of abiding in him. ‘Apart from me you can do nothing’ he says. Connected with him we will live fruitful lives; disconnected we will wither and die. How do we do it? ‘If my words remain in you ...’ – so read the Bible – ‘ask whatever you wish...’ – and pray. And, since the spreading vine is about connectedness, it must be through Christian fellowship too. And the second point (which he makes first): pruning is necessary for fruitfulness. If you don’t prune a grape vine, you get spread and tangle, but you don’t get grapes. Severe pruning can look utterly destructive, and you fear the vine will never recover, but it will grow stronger for it, and be fruitful. We apply this in our lives in two ways: first the things we may need to prune from our lives – wasteful habits, words that harm others, continually putting ourselves down, overwork that destroys relationships – many things and different for each. 
Second, there’s what’s done to us, how we’ve suffered by being human – loss of work and activity that give meaning; pain and illness and grief that can break the spirit. 
But many will speak of how for them these have become opportunities to grow in God’s grace, and with grace comes fruitfulness.
Now let’s turn to the extraordinary story of Philip and the Ethiopian official. This is not Philip the Apostle but Philip the deacon or ‘evangelist’. He was an early member of the Jerusalem church. In Acts 6, when the apostles recognised they were overwhelmed with serving many needs, Philip was one of seven deacons chosen and called to serve the poor and widows. They were recognised as people of wisdom and full of the Holy Spirit... or put another way, they were abiding in Christ, connected, part of the vine. They were to live out their discipleship through service, so the apostles prayed for them, laid hands on them to commission them. All seems good, until suddenly one of their number – Stephen – is arrested, accused, tried before the Sanhedrin, and stoned to death. The work of the deacons – Philip’s work – is pruned; it comes to a shuddering halt as the church scatters before a wave of persecution. Philip finds himself in Samaria, but the fact that he’s lost his job and his home and that all he’s worked for doesn’t stop him as he finds a new calling, simply starts telling people about Jesus and healing people. Crowds come, and pay attention, and many ware baptised – this is an extraordinarily fruitful mission. And then something else happens: he gets a message – come away from your fruitful work in the vineyard, head South, the other side of Jerusalem on the desert road towards Gaza. He does so. And he encounters this Ethiopian official, whom he talks to and baptises. And then Philip is spirited away again. 
He wanders West and North along the coast, and preaches towns and villages until he comes to the port city of Caesarea, where he settles down, for in Acts 21 we hear he has a house there, and four daughters, all of whom have the gift of prophecy. An extraordinary life: one where many precious things, successful projects, seem to have been taken from him in mid flow, but through which he remains in Christ and is abundantly fruitful.
Now let’s think of that cross-cultural encounter with the Ethiopian official on the desert road. This man was a spiritual seeker, someone dissatisfied with what his own background could provide, travelling all the way to Jerusalem to find answers, but as a gentile was excluded from the main ceremonies, and as a eunuch was unable to convert to Judaism. I don’t know but I suspect it was no coincidence the man was reading the suffering servant passages in Isaiah, all about one who was excluded, humiliated and denied justice. Surely he would identify with that: foreigner and strange, excluded and probably mocked and humiliated for what he was. The story provides a model for an encounter with such a lost soul. Philip is in the right place at the right time – because he’s listened to the Spirit and is prepared to let go of what he’s doing. He runs alongside the chariot, putting himself out to keep alongside. He takes time to listen. He waits for an invitation. Then he gets in the chariot and, starting with the man’s own questions, gives answers that point directly to Jesus. 
Philip is able to show him the all-embracing love of Christ that brings meaning and purpose, acceptance and belonging, and new life to all who believe. He’s baptised and returns home. We hear of him no more: so can we say this was fruitful, worth giving up the other ministry? The church in Ethiopia traces its origins to this man. Ethiopia is the oldest continually Christian country in the world. The God the Holy Spirit knew what he was doing when he sent Philip to him, pruning his ministry in its prime.
Last week another Philip spoke to the clergy of Lichfield Diocese. We had the biennial clergy conference at Swanwick in Derbyshire, and Rt Rev Philip North, Bishop of Blackburn, was our final visiting speaker. He spoke about ‘mortification’ – which quickly got our attention – but he was swift to say this is not about hair shirts! The mortification he was talking about was allowing things to be put to death – projects that have passed their time, work that is not fruitful, displacement activities that just make you busy. Now I have not yet worked out what these might be for myself or for our church, but I wonder... I am often told that there are lots of spiritual seekers today, a bit like that Ethiopian - people who have questions but haven’t found a place in church, but I don’t seem to meet all that many – or recognise them when I do. So I wonder what I would have to give up – what we as a church would have to give up – in our activities, in our attitudes, in the places where we put ourselves – in order to be in the right places, in order to run alongside, in order to listen for long enough, in order to be invited to make a contribution, in order to share the word of Jesus Christ whose loving presence will bring answers to all our longings. I don’t know, I just wonder. What I do know is that the Lord says he cuts off fruitless branches, and prunes the fruitful that they may bear even more fruit. May we abide in him that he may abide in us.
