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This time of year is often “start up” time of year in my mind.   As school starts or after labor day – lots of programs start up or start over – at least in the church.  Sunday school resumes in two weeks.  PYF, choir, bells, and other groups are making plans.  It is also a great time to start something new.  Because as people get into our fall routines, we think it’s a good time to make habits or try something new. So in that vein, the Discipleship Pillar has put out a survey due today.  Among questions about what you might like to study or what you would be willing to teach, There is a question about interest in joining a new small group.  We are calling these Disciple Groups - I referred to them in last month’s newsletter.  And there will be another article in this month’s newsletter.  We are trying to start some new groups in church to encourage you to grow as disciples. 
To help you to be a better follower of Jesus Christ.  To give you support in your faith.
And to offer invitations to members and guests to grow closer to God.  Sometimes I try to be subtle.  But today is not one of those days.  This sermon includes shameless promotion of our new Disciple groups.  
I want as many of you as possible to join a group this fall – right now.  And in this sermon, I’m going to tell you why I think it’s a great idea.  All of the groups – everyone signed up to join – will meet for a potluck dinner on September 10 at 6 pm.  And if you can’t meet on that Sunday night, You can still join a group and we will catch you up later.  
I will introduce the process and the concepts.  And lead one lesson.  You will be divided into your groups and will meet everyone in your group.  Then you will set your schedule for the next meeting and we will go from there.  If you want to know more, give me a call, because I love talking about growing in faith And I love helping people find specific ways to do that, including small groups.  While I’m encouraging the Disciple Groups, don’t feel pressure to join.  If this doesn’t work for you now, We can talk about other ideas for your growth in faith.   The point of a Disciple group is to be a better disciple.  The point is to help you deepen and develop your faith, to help you make important faith connections –  Connecting faith and life - so that everything you do work, play, family, business, all of life - is set in the context of your faith.  -- Connecting with other Christians – talking about faith and building up one another, to strengthen your own faith and strengthen this faith community, and in order to reach out to others in the world.  And most important, I believe, --Connecting with God - in practical tangible ways Becoming aware of God’s presence and power active in your life, Listening for God’s will for you and responding in action, Knowing God and experiencing God’s love for you.

You see it doesn’t just happen - growing in faith - you have to work at it.  God loves you - always - but we don’t always understand that.  Faith is a gift from God, but it is your responsibility to help that faith to grow.  It is your responsibility to place your life in God’s hands, to take the time to listen for God’s will, to respond as you are called by God to respond.
We must each do our part.  Disciple groups are about doing just that, making those commitments, making those connections - within our own lives, with others and with God.  Now of course there are other ways to make those connections.  There are other ways to grow spiritually, to reach out to others and to God 
- Personal study, teaching, volunteer work, mission, prayer.  There are many ways to connect with God  and I encourage you to choose any of those ways and make those faith connections.
Today’s scripture is all about making faith connections Connecting to God, connecting to one another, connecting the various parts of our lives.  This scripture encourages us -- to love one another, to be reconciled to God and reconciled to one another, and to take up that ministry of bringing others to Christ and helping them to grow in faith. Think about the image of the vine and branches from today’s reading from John. Picture the vine and the branches.  It’s a wonderful image.  All of us have seen vines - you know what they look like.  Branches and leaves all twisted and interconnected, growing this way and that, so that you sometimes hardly see which is the vine and what is the growth from the vine.  That’s how we are meant to be connected to God in faith - so connected that you can’t even tell where I begin and end.  - so connected that you can’t even tell the branch from the vine.  - so that you can’t even tell which is the Christian and which is the Christ.  Jesus says, “I am the vine.  God is the vine grower.  And you, we, are the branches.”  We are connected to Jesus.  We grow out of the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord.  
And we should bear the fruit of love, we should live so that we produce love - love that nourishes and sustains the world.  But sometimes, you know, we don’t produce good fruit.  Sometimes we don’t live love as we should.  Just as with the vine and branches, that’s because something is wrong with that connection.  The Bible says, that’s when God removes the branches that aren’t bearing fruit, or prunes the branches back to make them more fruitful.  Think about it - sometimes our lives get so tangled up and confused 
with too many branches and too many distractions, and we lose sight of what’s really important.  That’s when we need to ask for God’s help, when we need to let go of some of the unimportant things, to refocus our priorities, 
to clear away some of the clutter and spend time on the important things - the things of God, the things of love, the things that produce good fruit.  Think about what that is in your life.  Think about what most reminds you of God’s love in your life,  God’s presence, God’s purpose for you.  Think about what makes you most loving, most what God has called and created you to be.  That is your core.  That is your vine.  That is what most connects you to God in Jesus Christ.  
That is what you need to hold on to and focus on.  
And let go of all the rest, cut back all the rest  And throw away everything that keeps you from that loving core, 
- everything that isn’t connected to that center vine of God’s love in your life, God’s will for your life, God’s Spirit in you.

Making a faith connection is about finding that center core in your life and focusing on it, holding on to the vine.  It’s about recognizing the connections 
-- seeing how the different parts of your life fit together around that core of faith, and maybe seeing what doesn’t fit into that  life.  
It’s making sure that everything you do is set within that context of faith.  We need to make those faith connections, see those connections.  How is God active in your work?
How is God present in your family?  
How does your faith affect the way you live?  It should.  
Our faith should impact our work, our parenting, our friendships, our spending, our decision making, our free time, even our dreaming  -  everything.  
Our faith should impact everything in our lives.  You should not be able to go to church one day, and the next do something unethical at work,  or some immoral practice in your free time.  You shouldn’t be able to separate Sunday from Monday morning or Saturday night.  They are all connected.  All the parts of our lives are connected.  
And all are in God’s hands, surrounded by God’s love, intended for God’s will.  God is there - here, in every corner of our lives - whether we recognize it or not.  Start recognizing it more often and your faith will grow, your life will be blessed, the connections will empower you to bless the world as you have been blessed by God.  The second part of that faith connection is that you don’t have to do it alone.  You don’t have to struggle to make the connections  and to figure out your life all by yourself.  -- You are not alone.  You of course have God.  But you also have other Christians, other travelers, others in this community of faith, other branches on the vine.  We can count on others, 
- to help us when we need it, to receive the gifts that we offer when we give them. We can count on others to share our faith journeys - to teach us, to learn from us, to grow with us, to help us grow.  We can count on others to help us connect the dots in our lives - to help us to live our faith, to put what we believe into action.  Now of course, sometimes other people disappoint us, they even hurt us.  
But that doesn’t mean we don’t make the connections.  
That only means you grow in a new way through even painful connections.  The scripture from Corinthians talks about those painful difficult connections.  How do we work thru the challenges to reach forgiveness, reconciliation – Only thru God’s grace; Only by following Jesus’ example; Only by being a disciple of Jesus Christ, by living the love of God each day.  
Jesus said, part of our job is to bear fruit.  So what will it mean for you to bear fruit?

To bear fruit is to live in God’s love, to share God’s love, to pass that love on to others in concrete tangible ways.

To bear fruit means to take the nourishment from the vine (as all fruit does) and to pass that nourishment on to another.

To bear fruit means to know the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord, and to share that love in the world of need.

To bear fruit is to produce something worth having, something worth sharing, something that can feed  someone else, something that can continue God’s cycle of life and love.  To bear fruit is to produce something beautiful that can be used by God.  There are many ways to bear fruit.  Find a way.  And if you need help, these new small groups are designed to help you bear fruit, and to help you help others to love and live grace.  To produce the fruit of God’s love.  


You are connected to God.  If you know that, you must live it.  If you don’t know that -- then hear it now and believe.  You are connected to God.  God loves you.  The scripture says - whatever you ask will be given you.  So ask now.  Ask this afternoon.  Ask tomorrow.  Ask over and over again.  Ask until you know it.  God loves you.  And God will give you whatever you ask.  So if you ask God to let you know God more, God will do it.  If you ask God to help you to understand God’s will for your life, God will give it to you.  If you ask God to help you hear God - you will hear God.  It may take time, but you will hear.  If you ask God to help you make the connections - guess what - God will connect you.  If you ask to understand life, to know what to do, to be a better person, to deepen your faith - well then, whatever you ask.  But beware - if you ask this - you will get it, and it may not be what you expect, If you ask to belong to God - God will change your life.  God may ask of your time, or your passion, or your comfort, or your control, or your plan, or your heart.

God may ask more of you than you understood.  God may ask you to reach out of your comfort zone, to give of yourself.

God may ask you to bear fruit in unexpected ways.God may ask you to do something, 
to reach out to others, to share God’s love in the world.  Beware, if you ask, you may get what you asked for.
You may become God’s disciple, God’s servant, God’s instrument in the world.  Hear these words from 2 Corinthians again:  So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation:  Everything old is passed away.  Behold, everything has become new!  Everything has become new.  You are in Christ.  You are connected.  Everything is new.  Look at those last verses - So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.  For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.  This says – You are Christ’s ambassador.  
You are the Righteousness of God.  
You are the body of Christ in the world.  Wow!  What a calling!  What a job we have to do!  You are in Christ.  You are connected to God.  Live in that connection.  Love one another.  Love as Christ has loved you.  And know, the presence and power of God active in your life as you go out into the world showing and sharing God’s love.  Amen. 
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