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“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vineyard keeper. 2 He removes any of my branches that don’t produce fruit, and he trims any branch that produces fruit so that it will produce even more fruit. 3 You are already trimmed because of the word I have spoken to you. 4 Remain in me, and I will remain in you. A branch can’t produce fruit by itself, but must remain in the vine. Likewise, you can’t produce fruit unless you remain in me. 5 I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, then you will produce much fruit. Without me, you can’t do anything. 6 If you don’t remain in me, you will be like a branch that is thrown out and dries up. Those branches are gathered up, thrown into a fire, and burned. 7 If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask for whatever you want and it will be done for you. 8 My Father is glorified when you produce much fruit and in this way prove that you are my disciples. 9 “As the Father loved me, I too have loved you. Remain in my love. 10 If you keep my commandments, you will remain in my love, just as I kept my Father’s commandments and remain in his love. 11 I have said these things to you so that my joy will be in you and your joy will be complete. 12 This is my commandment: love each other just as I have loved you. 13 No one has greater love than to give up one’s life for one’s friends. 14 You are my friends if you do what I command you. 15 I don’t call you servants any longer, because servants don’t know what their master is doing. Instead, I call you friends, because everything I heard from my Father I have made known to you. 16 You didn’t choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you could go and produce fruit and so that your fruit could last. As a result, whatever you ask the Father in my name, he will give you. 17 I give you these commandments so that you can love each other.

      As the school year begins we are taking these next few weeks to talk about Fresh Starts.  Last week we talked about taking God with us in our new beginnings.  God gives us all the chance to begin again. No matter who we are, or what we’ve done, it’s never too late to receive God’s forgiveness and start over. God is the Great Recycler who takes our trash and makes something beautiful.  Psalm 145:14 in the Message reminds us, “God gives a hand to those down on their luck, gives a fresh start to those ready to quit.”  May all of our fear and anxiety about the changes in our own lives be filled with God’s peace.  And may we embrace the promise that we are all holding one another in love and support as we walk through the changes in our lives.  As we prayed over children, youth and adults today and blessed backpacks I kept thinking, we take God with us everyday, just like we take our backpack.  We take God with us to face fear, uncertainty and our dreams. 

         This week we are taking about fitting in or becoming fit.  Whenever I think about fitting in I think about myself in 7th grade.  At that time my grandfather lived in McAllen near the border of Mexico and there was one week in 7th grade when I wore a different Mexican dress every day for an entire week!  I thought that I was so cool, and it was not until I was older that I wondered what other people might have thought about me wearing a different Mexican dress every day!  This week there might be some of you, children, youth and even adults who are wondering who their teachers will be, if they will have friends in the same classes and if they will fit in.  Fitting in is something that we all struggle with to some degree or another. 

         Psalm 139 :1-2 in the Message says, “God, investigate my life; get all the facts firsthand.  I’m an open book to you; even from a distance, you know what I am thinking.”  Just two months ago when I came to be the pastor at Greenland Hills, I was nervous.  I was coming to a new church, would I be welcomed and accepted?  Would my family be welcomed and accepted?  When we found out that Greenland Hills was going to be our new church home and where we would be worshipping as a family, I drove the kids by so that they could see it.  It was the same day as the preschool carnival and there was a petting zoo, face painting, and lots of children running around outside.  My kids were so excited and I had to break it to them that the petting zoo and face painting were not going to be happening every Sunday. 

         I am so thankful for Ben Snider who our first Sunday at Greenland Hills brought a football which is Everett’s favorite toy in the entire world.  I wondered if there would be Sunday School classes for my kids to learn about Jesus?  I am thankful for Kristin Mallory, our children’s minister, who has organized all of the children’s sunday school classes and I am so thankful for the many folks who have volunteered to help teach and love the children of this church.  Chris Bergh, Paul Holowell, Keitrah Snider, Kerry Salas, Andrea Mims, Clyde Stern, Becky Robinson, Toni Collins, and Kathy Love.  And if today you are feeling a call on your life to to teach children’s Sunday School, please let Kristin Mallory know! 

         When we came to Greenland Hills I wondered if there would be a Sunday School for my husband, Lee, to be challenged and help grow his faith?  I am thankful for the Journeys of Faith class with leaders Brynn Long and David White and for the great Biblical lessons in that class.  I wondered if there would be a children’s choir for my kids to learn to sing the songs of faith?  I am thankful for Kristi Hassell, Heather Gream, Diane Mims, and Carol Brown for leading the two children’s choirs that begin this Wednesday at 6 pm!  I hope that if you have a child in kindergarten-6th grade that they will join my kids this Wednesday at 6 pm. 

         Fitting in is something that we all struggle with to some degree or another. In our Bible passage today we are reminded that we find our self-acceptance and self-worth in God.  Jesus is the vine, we are the branches.  We must remain in God to produce fruit.  God removes any of our branches that do not produce fruit and trims our branches so that we will produce even more fruit.  Love each other just as Jesus has loved us.  God chose us and sends us out to produce fruit, the kind of fruit that will last.

         God, who knows all about us, distributed gifts to be used to fulfill the needs of humanity and creation.  When self-esteem is diminished, or peer pressure makes us want to conform, we deny both the world’s needs and God’s gifts. God didn’t make us to fit in. God made us distinctly and creatively to make a difference.  God uses our gifts no matter what age we are to bless others.  One of the gifts that I am thankful for in the church is the acolytes who bring in the light of Christ for our worship.  They remind me that the youngest in our worship show us why we are here and give us a visual reminder that Jesus the Christ is with us when we worship. 

         I love children’s time at Greenland Hills with Harry Boswell greeting everyone sharing Jesus’ love.  Last week we had so many children in our nursery that our children’s minister Kristin Mallory recruited Morgan Mcmillin and Raina Stroescu to help!   I helped in our nursery in my church when I was growing up.  I was asked to help, I enjoyed doing, I could do it, and I felt like my gift was honored.  God uses our gifts no matter what age we are to bless others.  I visited Howard Pelton this week as he is in rehab after hip surgery and I felt better after the visit myself because of Howard’s faith and outlook.  His joy for life and for God seeped into my soul.  Howard is 74.  God uses our gifts no matter what age we are to bless others.

         The Greenland Hills family has so many gifts.  In fact when we become a member of Greenland Hills we promise to share with the church and the world our prayers, our presence, our gifts, our service and our witness.  What makes you want to share your gifts?  Sometimes you may have a gift, but you do not know that it is needed by your church family.  Sometimes we keep our gifts to ourselves because we do not know that they are needed.  I hope that you know that your gifts are needed here at Greenland Hills! 

         Some of us want to fit in here at Greenland Hills, but we are not sure if we are welcome.  I hope that you know that you are welcome at Greenland Hills!  I hope that you feel that you are welcome at worship, at choir, Sunday School, the Faithwalk group that starts September 8, the Missions meeting Tuesday night at 6:30, and most especially at the potluck lunch in just a few minutes!  Some of you may be feeling called to start a new ministry here at Greenland Hills and I want to encourage you!  I would love to talk with you and dream together as we work together in discernment, planning, funding and implementation.  Some of us want to serve in an active way to show love to those who are hurting and in need.  Every Tuesday morning a group from Greenland Hills gathers at Emmanuel Community Center at Peak and San Jacinto to help distribute food at the food pantry and build relationships with folks. 

         To be a Christian means living the love of Christ in community. Christianity is not about a set of beliefs contained in one’s head and heart. Christianity, at its best, demonstrates God’s transformative grace that empowers us to follow the way of Jesus. This means putting gifts to use! May we all be active in serving God.  From prayer and giving, to local and global missions, the ways of serving are numerous.  We can use our passions to help others.  It is always amazing to me how sharing one’s passions provides even more energy to the person who is sharing?  May we all use our gifts to benefit others and the world.  And as we think about the greatest gift of all – the love embodied in Jesus Christ, don’t we want to see one another and the world using up every last ounce of goodness from that gift?  In the name of the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

 

