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We seem to learn nothing from history do we? And as George Santayana said, in a phrase 

once slightly adapted by Winston Churchill in 1948, ‘Those who fail to learn from history 

are condemned to repeat it’. 

And yet both secular and religious society is as riven with exclusivity as it always has been. 

From events which continue to surround us in the news we know all too well the price that 

is paid for one culture and belief system seeking to impose its belief in its own superiority 

on another, and the exile, slavery and sometimes genocide which results. 

On one level, you might be forgiven for thinking that the familiar story of the vine and the 

branches in today’s Gospel of John is itself advocating some kind of exclusivity; Jesus is clear 

about what will happen to all those ‘branches’ who will find themselves separated from the 

vine: ‘Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and withers; such 

branches are gathered, thrown into the fire and burned’. It is unquestionably dogmatic 

language isn’t it? And it’s a state of mind that is replicated elsewhere in the New Testament. 

In fact the author of our first reading today, a little before the words which feature in 

today’s first lesson, talks of a pure breed, born of God who cannot sin, and contrasts them 

starkly with what he calls the children of the devil, who imitate their master because, asserts 

John, ‘The devil has been sinning from the beginning’. 

But actually, it is not exclusivity which makes our two readings compliment each other; it is 

the inclusivity of love. You almost have to read the passage from John’s letter today in order, 

then, better to understand and put into context Jesus’ saying about the vine and the 

branches in today’ s Gospel, for to do that takes us very far from that exclusivity and 

segregation as we understand it. Because John’s letter gives us a beautiful definition of what 

it is and what it means to be grafted as branches into God’s vine. He defines the connection 

in this way: ‘God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in 

them’, Then he defines how and why that connection is important. ‘Beloved’, he says, ‘Since 

God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another’. This is the fruit of which Jesus 

speaks in the Gospel, and it is the precious by-product of the human ability to be loved and 

to love.  

So what we have here is not a barrier at all, designed to partition people off, but instead an 

open door where all irrespective of race, colour or creed are invited to enter. It is the 

practice of love, compassion and forgiveness, which not only should mark out and define the 

Christian community but also becomes the only requirement that will make null and void 

the need for all other barriers, partitions and divisions to be erected. 

Jesus’ response to the question of the young lawyer ‘Which is the greatest commandment?’ 

that the first is to love God and the second is like it, to love one’s neighbour as oneself, 

stands like a colossus towering over and enveloping  all division between Jew and Greek, 

between male and female, between slave and free. It is significant that the command to love 

our neighbours and those less fortunate than ourselves is one that unites not just the 

Christian community but is also one which brings us into fellowship with all the major faiths 

for whom the task to love one another is also a prime directive. It is not really until this is 
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fully grasped can we understand the offence Jesus caused when he proclaimed that lepers, 

Samaritans and many others considered ‘undesirables’ would get into the Kingdom of 

Heaven first. 

It is that message which is carried through into the story of the vine and the branches today. 

The only exclusivity in it is actually directed to ourselves, with a warning that if we are not 

inclusive to our sisters and brothers, whoever they are, then we ourselves are in danger of 

being excluded. Remember that divine inclusivity doesn’t begin with our acceptance of 

others, but God’s acceptance of us. In The Return of the Prodigal Son, Henri Nouwen 

reminds us ‘If you keep in mind your belovedness you can deal with an enormous amount of 

failure without losing your identity because your identity is that you are the beloved. That 

love was there before you were born, and will be there after you die’.  

So if we do obey that prime directive to love one another even as God has loved us, then 

until the end of time there is no exclusivity, just an acceptance that everyone has the ability 

to be welcomed into the presence of God. And what that does is to ensure that this wide 

horizon of acceptance and not rejection means that any judgement or exclusion that does 

need to be done once time is at an end becomes a divine activity rather than a human one, 

and gives real meaning and force to the concept of the branch that is finally forced to 

wither. To have loved one another means that we will have done all we possibly could, we 

will have done all that was humanly possible to try and ensure everyone is ushered into the 

Kingdom, but that if any fall short, if any remain outside consciously refusing to the end to 

belong and to love, then any task of segregation or division belongs to God and not to us. It 

becomes a task for the heavenly city and not the earthly one, and the rivers of hatred and 

blood that mark the progress of our earthly city is testimony to the fact that the 

segregation, the attempts at purification, the categorisation that we try to do here is indeed 

a fallen, warped, disfigured interpretation of an activity which belongs to God alone. 

To the lawyer who asked that crucial question to Jesus and who rejoiced in Jesus’ reply, 

Jesus looked at him and said ‘You are not far from the Kingdom of God’. That is true of all 

of us; and it is rooted in the profound knowledge that we should love one another even as 

we have been loved. That is a simple but life changing message, and it gives real 

understanding to what it means to be rooted and grafted and built into God, as branches to 

a vine. 


