
Sermon – 02/05/2021 
 

What does it mean to abide in God and love? 
 
When I was training to be a Reader I did a 6 week placement at The Vine Church in Netherthorpe. 

This was mainly in St. Stephen’s and it was over the period of Lent. Interestingly, they decided to use 

the same reading for each week of Lent and to think about the different perspectives in which you 

could look at it. The reading that they chose was the Gospel reading we had today. “I am the vine”. 

Perhaps fitting for the name of the church. What Phil Batchford, then vicar of the church, did was 

buy a vine. It wasn’t actually a grapevine, as apparently this would not have done much over the 

course of Lent, and I am afraid that I cannot remember which fruit it was. However, it was placed at 

the front of the church so that we could see it grow and develop over the period of Lent. It was 

fascinating to see how one thing could have so many different shapes and colours and how you 

could then apply that to one reading. And, going further, how that principle itself can apply to the 

content of the reading. When Jesus is speaking in our Gospel today, he is speaking to everyone. He is 

saying that to abide in him and he in us will bear much fruit. But what does this mean? And does it 

mean only one thing?  

 

In the alternative New Testament reading for today from 1 John, we get further insight into this. 

John writes: 

 

“God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.” 

 

We speak very often of God being Love. It follows that Jesus is Love. So, is this what is being said in 

our Gospel? That to abide in Jesus is to abide in love. It would seem so.  

 

But here, we meet the same question. What does that mean? When I was first contemplating this, I 

had an early thought that is often in my mind. It means that we are all children of God. That not only 

do we abide in love, but that everyone is being invited to do the same. Therefore, regardless of race, 

gender, sexuality, physical ability, the act of loving should not be questioned. We should accept fully 

that we are all creations of God.  

 

Being part of a church like St. Mark’s, i.e. progressive, inclusive etc. this is not a revolutionary idea. 

We state clearly that we accept all. And I am not going to stand here preaching to the converted 

about that principle. I hope I am not one to teach my grandmother to suck eggs.  



 

However, I do think that the issue of acceptance and inclusivity is much more complicated than we 

as Christians – especially Liberal Christians – sometimes think. The principle is easy, right. All are 

welcome. But I think the issue of inclusivity is much more difficult when we get into the detail, that 

may have nothing to do with demographics or human rights. How do we respond to people who are 

different to us in much more subtle ways? And is it always appropriate to be unerringly 

understanding?  

 

As Christians we approach the world, hopefully, in a loving way. We also sometimes fall into the trap 

– particularly in the Church of England – of alienation by niceness. I don’t mean by this that being 

nice is a terrible thing. But it is not the same as being kind. Kindness is tougher – and often more 

honest. Are we really loving people if we do not approach our interactions with them with integrity, 

even if this may result in a difficult conversation?  

 

A very obvious example of this for me was when the Church of England was discussing the 

ordination of women and came up with that wonderful phrase: “mutual flourishing”. Some of you 

may remember when I preached about that a few years ago. It is a paradoxical phrase. In practice, it 

cannot work. The desire was for each person to accept the other regardless of their views on the 

matter, and that this would result in each person flourishing. But it is dishonest, and ultimately it 

requires both sides to pretend. Therefore, it cannot work. A woman with a vocation cannot flourish 

in an environment where that vocation is constantly being questioned. But what was required, what 

was desired by the church, was that everyone should still be nice to each other. Given the Church’s 

history you wouldn’t necessarily believe it, but we don’t deal well with conflict.  

 

But that example I give is, again, talking about a big principle. What about everyday discussions? 

What about times when there are inevitable disagreements that may, when looked at closely, be 

more than a personality clash. When they actually have a principle underneath the niceness. As 

people try through gritted teeth to get along. Or other people outside the disagreement suggest that 

everybody can win as long as we all listen respectfully. I am definitely up for listening respectfully. 

But actually, I think that sometimes, not everyone can win. That as painful as it is, sometimes the 

strong thing to do is to tell someone that they are wrong. One of the strongest images we have for 

this is Jesus, in Holy Week, turning the tables over in the temple. He saw something. It was wrong. 

And he said so. 

 



Now, as I said earlier, I realise that I don’t need to preach to St. Mark’s about standing up against 

something that is wrong. We are very experienced at this – and good at it. But what about in our 

everyday lives, when we are trying to be inclusive both within our church community and outside of 

it? What about when we have different ways of including? When we have different ways of loving? 

This is when it becomes much more difficult.  

 

I don’t have an answer for this. In fact, I got to this point in writing this sermon and wished I hadn’t 

asked those questions. Where do I go from here, I thought. I’ve really put myself in a difficult 

position. The fact is there is no simple answer. Each situation is going to be different. But the 

acknowledgement of pain and disagreement is vital. And from that the acknowledgement that, 

although the person causing pain may have done it unintentionally, that doesn’t make it right. That 

doesn’t mean that it shouldn’t be called out.  Valuing all sides equally is not always the thing to do. If 

we listen to all voices equally all the time, we give the impression that all voices are equal, which can 

be the same as equating truth with falsehood. It can mean that inclusion, in that instance, has not 

been creative, but has in fact become destructive. By placing all as equal, we have in fact excluded.  

 

We see this all the time in the Church, as an institution. Whether it is race, as seen in the programme 

“Is the church racist”, or the conversations about mutual flourishing, or the Shared Conversations 

when talking about the LGBTQ+ community. The Church has not covered itself in glory here. But 

apart from the big events, in order to make this work on the ground, we have to be prepared not 

only to include all, but also to accept that we are often going to have different ways of including. 

There has to be a willingness to go deep and be honest with ourselves and those we are in dialogue 

with, where the destination may be very similar, but each person has a very different map. Why do 

we want to follow the way that we have mapped out? Does the other person’s way present more 

possibilities? Or, do you need to stick with your map? And sometimes, talking and listening is the 

way to go. In fact, this is probably the way to go most of the time. Where you can find a route 

together. But sometimes, a greater challenge needs to be met, and I honestly think that this needs 

more courage than fighting any of the big battles. The fact that we may have to challenge those who 

are with us in the fight. The fact that sometimes one voice does need to win over another. That it 

may require one person to step down, or one person to declare the way.  

 

One very interesting and helpful set of questions that I have come across for this is: Is it true? Is it 

kind? Is it necessary? To ask ourselves these questions in this order. So, if something is true, but not 

kind (at least not immediately so), the difficult question then presents itself. Is it necessary? And this 



is the question that we so often avoid. Because it is hard. It is hard to say what is necessary when 

hurt may be the first thing that results.  

 

I confess that in writing this sermon, I actually felt rather uncomfortable much of the time. It seemed 

that I was not being very Christian. A lot of what is said up here is about mediating, finding a way 

together. Most of the time that is what I say! The language of winning seems inappropriate. And I do 

not like it either. But I am not talking about winning as we may usually see it. I am not talking about 

there being losers in this scenario. Although I have been saying this isn’t about the big picture, 

ultimately that is what these everyday situations will affect. These interactions we have are the 

stepping stones that get us to the other side.  

 

Jesus was a leader and he was not backward in coming forward. His love was fierce and when 

something uncomfortable needed to be said he said. But he did it with love. Maybe this is what it 

means to abide in him and he in us. For us to have the courage to know when to find the journey 

together and when to say, without anger or ego, that you believe you have the map. This can be 

gentle leadership, or strong companionship. But in our desire to include and love all – which is the 

right thing to do – strength and integrity are more important than a niceness that avoids any 

necessary confrontation. We need to remember the inspiration of Jesus, our ultimate guide; to strive 

to live a life of love, acceptance, courage and honesty – to ourselves as well as others.  

 

 


