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Where are we going to live? 
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Take my lips and speak through them. Take our minds and think through them. Take our hearts and 
set them on fire with love for you, now and forever, amen  

I love words. I love the play of words. I love puns and little subtleties of meaning that are not 
always obvious in a translation. And of course, the Bible, that cluster of texts that we call the Bible, is 
exactly that for us, a set of translations. And even if we read them in the original language, we still read 
them with 21st century eyes through numerous lenses of gender and ethnicity and other particularity. And 
so we need to be alert for nuances of meaning that we might otherwise miss. 

And there's a lovely little word play happening in that gospel reading we just heard, around the 
word meno which the writer of John uses a great deal. I think about a quarter of all the cases of this word in 
the New Testament are in John's gospel. John loves it because it has a great fluidity of meaning.  

Live on in me as I live on in you is one possible translation. Older translations give us abide in me as 
I abide in you - and I asked for that translation today because there are shades of meaning to that that we 
need to wrestle with. Because that original word meno means many things. To stay. To remain. To rest. To 
dwell. And yes, with that sense of continuity to live on. It can mean to stay strong in one's resolve. To stay 
in a spot.  

But I think we need that underpinning of the dwelling words as well, because as a noun it means a 
dwelling place. A house. An abode. A lodging. A place. Indeed, somewhere to live, not just to have 
furniture. I mean some furniture is more life-giving than others I guess.  

When the disciples, early in John's gospel, asked Jesus where are you staying, it's the same word. 
And not used idly. Eventually those disciples will come to understand that Jesus stays, dwells, remains, lives 
on, abides - in God. And we will too. That’s where we live, because as Jesus will eventually say in John 17: in 
my mother / father God's house are many dwelling places. Same word. 

 So where are we going to live, in every sense? Well, one metaphoric answer that John's Jesus gives 
to us in this passage is “in the vine”. And it's a rich, rich metaphor of our relationship with God that tells us 
that that relationship is about mutuality. We need God, but this is the bit we often forget! God equally 
needs us!  

So I thought we might think a little bit about vines. And if the children had been here, I’d have been 
saying: “well how do you think you grow a grape?” Now if you stick a grape seed in the ground well you 
might strike lucky and get a plant. But the likelihood is that if you plant a lovely sweet grape, you'll get 
nasty sour grapes from that seed. And equally well if you stick a branch in the ground, you might strike 
lucky. But much more likely you'll just get lots of leaves and no grapes at all. 
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So apparently, and there are people here I’m sure who are much better horticulturalists than I am, 
but apparently the answer is to bring two different plants together and join or graft one onto the other. 
And you take the root of one plant - the root stock - and the top growth and branches from another, and 
the idea is that you insert the pointed end into the root and tape them together and they grow. It’s kind of 
miraculous, but can take about 11 stages. 

So if we think about that, and God's patience with us in that, and this is the picture that the writer 
of John's gospel has in mind: that Christ is the root stock and we're the branches that are being grafted in - 
so that we live on in, we abide in, Christ. And there are lots and lots of us, because it would be a poor vine 
wouldn't it that only had one branch! And hence this is a communal picture not just an individual one. And 
that's why it's a beautiful image, for example, used by the ecumenical movement and in parts of the 
interfaith movement. Precisely this picture of the fruitful vine with many different branches. 

But that, of course, just provokes further questions for us doesn't it? How are we going to live on in 
the vine? What does it actually mean? And the writer of 1 John answers it beautifully in terms of love. 
When we love, then it is that we abide in God and God in us. And consequently we should show love to our 
brothers and sisters. To have, if you like, the values embodied by Jesus live on in us relationally, through 
actions of compassion and social justice, is a part of the answer.  

But I think there's more yet. More to this idea of abiding, of dwelling in God and God in us. To live 
in God and allow God to live in us, what might that involve? Because this metaphor suggests a radical union 
between us and God, that stretches deep into our bodies and our hearts and our souls, not just into our 
minds and our deeds. It speaks of an indivisible unity between the human and the divine, where the one 
indwells the other. As I heard Stephanie Dowrick express it yesterday, it's not just about being loving, it's 
about becoming love! Can you see that distinction? And how might we experience that more deeply in our 
prayer and our contemplation? 

Well each of us is going to have a different answer to that, depending on our spiritual inclination 
and our personality. For some, I don't know you really well yet, but for some in this congregation I sense 
that the deep sense of God found in theology that makes sense. The reading of God and of the wonders of 
the cosmos that inspires our minds is a form of prayer. It’s a way of dwelling in the vine. 

And likewise, for some of us, those who engage in acts of social justice, aligning their hearts and 
wills with the needs of others stretch into the vine. I was hearing yesterday of one of our members who 
makes a practice every day of writing a submission or filing a petition that's going to do some good. And 
that is a spiritual practice that helps us to indwell the vine. 

And yet, for others of us, I think there is an earthier, gutsier longing to suck every drop of goodness 
from Christ our rootstock. A longing to be grafted in Christ so as to be indivisible from the source of love, so 
as to become love. And I think that longing prompts a knowledge of God that comes from the heart and 
soul, that is unmediated, if you like, non-abstract.  

Now none of those ways of living in the vine are better than another. Each has the capacity to join 
us to whatever we call the divine, but they're nurtured perhaps by different kinds of practice. And I think it 
is to practice that I want to turn because, if grafting is God's chosen method of bringing us into the vine, 
then practice is the water and the sun and the fertilizer that helps it grow. 

In our day, a more intimate and direct experience of divine encounter has become essential for 
many people. Reliance on the faith of our forebears, or the traditional rituals of the past, doesn't answer 
the yearning of many hearts to know and be known. And hence, across all our traditions, there is a 
resurgence of interest in spiritual practices that increase our awareness of close personal relationship with 
the sacred. And I think we see it already here at Pitt Street in the responsiveness of many to our “Reflect 
and Connect” sessions, both face-to-face and online, and to our wonderful recent retreat day. 
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We see it in contemplative churches such as Benedictus, an ecumenical congregation in Canberra 
that seeks, it says, an authentic open-hearted and thoughtful encounter with God. Isn’t that beautiful? An 
authentic, open-hearted and thoughtful encounter with God!  

That’s very much what we do here too, isn't it? And I think there's no doubt that there's more that 
we could offer here, not only to our own community but to the city: answering that longing for a 
contemplative approach that gives space for the action of God upon heart and soul. So do chat to Jo or 
myself or members of the Church Council if you've longings and yearnings in that space. 

I think some of that undoubtedly arises out of the noise and the busyness and the rush of 
contemporary life, especially in the big cities. The longing for practices that value silence, solitude, 
simplicity, attention to the natural world, is a necessary balance and counterpoint.  

But I believe that that resurgence is deeper and points to a spirituality that is emerging out of the 
current post-critical evolution of theology and our understanding of God in God's self. Because as our 
images of God broaden to encompass the cosmic, so our spiritual practices need to deepen - like a tree 
sinking its roots deeper and longer as the branches spread. 

As the rays of our understanding extend, so we draw from deeper wells of nourishment and love 
that nurture us in our becoming and our transformation. And all of this, of course, issues in fresh action in 
the world - because our deeper contemplation does not take us away from compassion and justice with our 
siblings in the human and more than human community, but towards it. As Meister Eckhart observed 
centuries ago: what we plant in the soil of contemplation we shall reap in the harvest of action.  

Which, perhaps, takes us back to the question of where we live.  

For those who abide or live on in love, live in God and God lives in them.  

This is where we're not just being loving. We are becoming love. 

So our task, as human becomings, is to remember where we live. We live in the vine, in the love.  

And so to practice: that we become ever more mindful of the love that is the source of all and gives 
energy to all - our true dwelling place. 

In the name of Christ, in the name of love, in whom we live and dwell and have our being. 

Amen  

 

 


