
Easter 5B 2018, John 15:1-8, April 29, 2018, Emmanuel Lutheran Church, Lancaster, PA, Kurt 

S. Strause 

 

 Each Sunday our chancel is decorated with two vases of beautiful cut flowers. We are 

grateful for the offerings people make to beautify our sanctuary for the worship of God. Beauty 

is not merely a sideline to worship; beauty is integral to worship because God made the world 

beautiful. When our worship is beautiful, with beautiful art and architecture, beautiful music and 

singing, and even beautiful flowers, we come to realize in an even deeper way that God wants 

the whole world to be beautiful and he is fashioning a world for his creatures in which all that is 

dull and drab is disappearing and all that will remain is sheer beauty reflecting the glory of God. 

 Maybe you like to beautify your own home with flowers. I know Lois does. We walk to 

Central market each Saturday and it’s a rare week that she doesn’t bring home a bunch of 

flowers from one of the vendors at Market. When it’s winter and too cold to walk home she’ll 

get in the car when we’ve walked back and drive to pick up a bunch. I’ve learned that daffodils 

don’t last very long after you’ve put them in water, maybe a couple of days at the most. 

Alstromeria seem to last the longest, with some bunches lasting almost two weeks before they 

start to drop their petals.  

 Cut flowers are a huge industry. In the United States alone consumers bought 7 and a half 

billion dollars worth of flowers last year. The cut flower business is fairly recent, having grown 

with the invention of refrigerated railroad cars and then refrigerated trucks and now refrigerated 

airplanes to bring the most exotic species from all over the world. Before refrigeration cut 

flowers were limited by the growing season. The church here at Emmanuel would not have had 

flowers to beautify our sanctuary in January of 1890.  

 As beautiful as cut flowers are, and as much as they point to the glory of God and the 

beauty that is a reflection of God, they will only last a few days once they are cut. Removed from 

the source of their life, their stalks, bulbs, and roots, they will wilt, lose their color, and drop their 

petals. Even putting them in water will only keep them vibrant for just a short time.  

 So it’s almost ironic that something used to beautify our sanctuaries and give glory to 

God in worship should also serve as a kind of opposite illustration of what Jesus tells us in our 

gospel reading this morning. “Abide in me as I abide in you...Whoever does not abide in me is 

thrown away like a branch and withers.” This word Jesus uses, “abide,” means to remain, to 

continue. It implies continuity over time. Just the opposite of being cut. Flowers are often cut 

when they are still in their bud. Putting them in water will cause the bud to open and the flower 

to bloom. But the flower will never do what it’s supposed to do; pollinate and produce a fruit or a 

seed. Only flowers that remain connected to the root will go to seed and produce a next 

generation of flowers. That’s how it is with us and Jesus. We are to remain, we are to continue so 

that we bear much fruit. 

 Our gospel writer John also wrote letters to his congregation and in our second reading 

this same author expands and develops what it means to abide in Jesus. He begins, “Beloved, let 

us love one another, because love is from God...if we love one another, God lives in us, and his 

love is perfected in us. By this we know that we abide in him and he in us…” Abiding, 

continuing, remaining in God is done by loving one another as God has loved us. Love is the 

life-blood that flows from root to branch and back again. Love is what brings the bud to flower, 

the flower to full bloom, the bloom to fruit.  

 This past week I read a beautiful illustration of what it means to live in love, to be fed by 

love, to find hope in love. The story comes from the Catholic News Service and tells of an 



encounter Pope Francis had with a young boy while visiting a public housing complex in Rome. 

When he meets with children he often engages in a question and answer time. A young boy 

named Emanuele came forward to ask his question. The young boy smiled at the pope as he 

approached.  But then froze. "I can't do it,"  "Come to me, Emanuele," the pope said. "Come and 

whisper it in my ear."  Emanuele was sobbing and Pope Francis enveloped him in a big embrace, 

patting his head and spoke softly to him.  With their heads touching, the pope and the boy spoke 

privately to each other before Emanuele returned to his seat. 

 "If only we could cry like Emanuele when we have an ache in our hearts." the pope told 

the children. "He was crying for his father because there is love for his father."  Pope Francis 

said he asked Emanuele if he could share the boy's question and the boy agreed.  "'A little while 

ago my father died,” the boy told the Pope. “He was a nonbeliever, but had all of his children 

baptized. He was a good man.  Is my dad in heaven?'" 

 "How beautiful to hear a son say of his father, 'He was good,'" the pope told the children. 

"And what a beautiful witness of a son who inherited the strength of his father, who had the 

courage to cry in front of all of us. He was a good man.  That man did not have the gift of faith, 

he wasn't a believer, but he had his children baptized. He had a good heart," Pope Francis said.  

"God is the one who says who goes to heaven," the pope explained. 

 The next step in answering Emanuele's question, he said, would be to think about what 

God is like and what kind of heart God has. "What do you think? A father's heart. God has a 

dad's heart. And with a dad who was not a believer, but who baptized his children and gave them 

that bravura, do you think God would be able to leave him far from himself?"  "Does God 

abandon his children?" the pope asked. "Does God abandon his children when they are good?"  

The children shouted, "No."  "There, Emanuele, that is the answer," the pope said. "God surely 

was proud of your father, because it is easier as a believer to baptize your children than to 

baptize them when you are not a believer. Surely this pleased God very much."  

 The pope’s response illustrates the broad generosity of God’s love. Embracing a grieving 

son for his dead father, assuring him that even he does not stand outside the realm of God’s love. 

This is generous love, life-affirming and life-giving love. The kind of love God has for the whole 

world which sends his Son that we might believe in him and have life.  

 This love from God always flows out into the world. Through us, his children. Here the 

analogy of the vine or the cut flowers isn’t quite adequate. Because the life always flows from 

the root to the branches or the flower, but doesn’t flow from flower to flower. It’s really a one 

way street. But our writer reminds us that the love that flows from root to branch also flows from 

branch to branch or flower to flower. “The commandment we have from this,” John says, “those 

who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.” That’s what I mean by the pope’s 

illustration of a broad and generous love. God’s love is never narrow. It’s like a wave of life 

rolling up onto a seashore, washing over the whole world.  

 We are not cut flowers, offering a beautiful but short and temporary glory. We are deeply 

rooted in the vine that is Christ, fed by his generous love and forgiveness; in turn offering that 

love and forgiveness to others. Amen. 

 


