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PASTOR VEENDA FRY: | was running down at the El khorn
M ddl e School and | guess the El khorn M ddle School that is
in Elkhorn is called the Classic, which | didn't realize.

| didn't know it was called El khorn Classic, and |
t hought that was classic. But, anyway, | was runni ng down
t here.

There is another m ddle school on 180th, and that's
El khorn Ridge, but | was running at the Classic track and |
was com ng around and if you have been to that track it has
t he bl eacher seats there and then there is the stairs that
goes up to the parking |ot.

And | was just approaching those stairs as | saw a
young nman cone bounding into the stadium get on that railing
and slide down the railing. | was really inpressed with
t hat .

Al'l of a sudden | heard, "H, Pastor Wenda."

So | | ooked over and | thought that nust be a
Bet hany kid, because | didn't really recogni ze him

And then | asked him "Did you just slide down that
whol e railing?"

"Well, just about," he said.

And then | saw his nmom cone in, Mchelle, and that's
when | recognized that this famly that was going to be
wal ki ng, the nom and the two boys, were one of our Thonpson

famlies.




10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

We have about fifteen Thonpson famlies here at
Bet hany and this is one of our Thonpson famlies, and |
remenber they had the two boys.

So | don't know if you know this, but you get a
better workout if you try to talk to people while you are
running, and it's really a chore for ne.

So | am com ng around the corner, | see Mchelle, |
go, "Shell, Shell,"” I'"m running.

| said, "The boys, what are their nanmes?"

She shouts, "Cody and Christian."”

So | keep running, | get down com ng around the
other side and | see the guys down there playing a little bit
of soccer with each other.

| said, "Cody, Christian, what grades are you guys
going to be in?"

"7th grade,"” and, "I'mgoing to be in fifth grade."

And | marvelled to nyself, because | renenber when
Christian was a toddler in this place, and they were tan,
started their summer obviously, and they just |ooked so
strong, and they're grow ng up.

But | didn't say anything |ike that, because kids
don't like it when you say stuff |ike that.

And then | think it was the next day, or maybe the
ni ght previous to that, | was on canmpus and | saw the Svuem

girls, Kylee and Lauren, and one of the Peterson girls,
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Tayl or Peterson, and they just |ooked huge to ne.

They are so beautiful and grown up, and | caught

myself, | didn't say, "You guys have really grown," | didn't
say that.

| actually got this one right. | said, "You girls
are beautiful. Wat grade are you going to be in?"

And they told ne that, but kids don't like it,
grandparents especially, they don't like that, do they, when
you say, "You' ve grown. M/, how you've grown."

They don't like that at all. They roll their eyes.
What are they thinking?

| suppose, grownups, of course we are grow ng.
That's what we are supposed to do.

But I'm not exactly sure what they're thinking when
we say that, but we marvel at it, and we worry when they
don't grow, that's for sure.

And then we know they are supposed to be grow ng,
but we marvel at it when they do grow.

Because living things grow. That's what we are
supposed to do.

We are supposed to be alive and fruitful and that's
what God wants us to be.

He started in the Book of Genesis, he says be
fruitful. He wants us to bear fruit, to be |living beings.

Today we are going to tal k about growth and | ask
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you a question, are you grow ng?

Sonetines it's hard to tell, isn't it, because you
are with yourself all the tine.

If you could be apart like I was, | was apart from
Cody and Christian, | could see themfrom a di stance, not
only on the track, but | had not seen themlike together for
a while, and | could really tell that they had grown.

But sonetinmes when we are trying to detect our own
gromh it's hard to see, because we are so close to each
ot her .

The same with our spouse naybe, or sone of the
menbers of our famly, or maybe sone of the menbers of our
church famly, we are so close that we can't really tell if
we are growi ng or not.

But we are supposed to be growing. That's what God
wants us to do, and when we stop grow ng we die.

Gowh is what we are called to do as Jesus's
di sci pl es.

Many of you have asked nme about |ast weekend when |
was at the synod assenbly in Kearney, Nebraska.

For those of you who are visiting today, or at
Bet hany for the first time, or maybe those of you who have
not heard, | was nom nated to be on the ballot for bishop of
t he Nebraska Synod.

And | was very honored to be a part of that process,
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and I want to thank all of you for your prayers and your
support of that and your |ove that was com ng at ne. Thank
you so much for that.

Qur bel oved bi shop, David deFreese, was unani nously
re-elected on the first ballot.

| was just sinply hunbled to be part of that
process.

| realized as | was driving back to Omha with Mrk
that it was a beginning of an event for me, that |I'mstil
working on, I'mstill working on the steps to see what God
wants to teach ne about it.

But one of the things I've learned is that he really
wants ne to grow in ny |leadership as a church |eader, and it
really was a step forward for wonen in the church, and I'm
t hankful and hunmbled that | could be a part of that.

Bi shop deFreese in his comments after he was
re-elected said this.

"l have really grown to be nore of a grace-filled
person in the past six years and ny prayer life is deeper now
than it ever has been."

| thought that was awesone; that our bishop would
point to growth.

That was the very first thing he said. "In the past
six years with you, I have grown to be nore of a grace-filled

person."
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That's what we are supposed to do as God's
disciples, is to growin our faith

But sonmetines it's hard for us to tell whether we
are grow ng or not, and maybe we're not even thinking about
that kind of growth, but that's what God wants us to do.

Today we are going to tal k about growi ng, and | want
to show you a picture here of a vineyard, and | don't know in
what part of the world.

This actually looks a little bit |ike Nebraska,
that's what | was thinking. |It's probably France, right?

But, anyway, this is a picture of runaway grow h.

If you want to go broke, | read an article in "Wne
Spectator” magazine, if you want to go broke, go into the

W ne business, because not only are finances a rea
chal | enge, there are many aspects of grow ng excellent fruit
and grapes and the weather and the soil, and everything has
to be just right.

But one of the aspects of the wine business that is
frequently overl ooked is the problem of runaway grow h.

And this is an excellent picture of it. I'mreally
glad that Martha could find that, because it looks like it's
doing well, really.

Runaway growth is a problem because it's tricky. It
| ooks like there is a lot of growh and a |lot of green and a

lot of | eaves and a | ot of shoots, and that could trick the
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person that is in the w ne business, because it |ooks |ike
that's a good thing.

But it's not. It's runaway growth. And the problem
with runaway growth is that you can't produce top shelf
grapes to nake wi ne wth.

And the second problemis there is so nmuch growth
there that you can't see the fruit, and that's the problem
W th runaway grow h.

So vines left to thenselves, they'|ll just spraw
everywhere, and they'll look like they are healthy, but they
are not really.

One of our favorite shows that Mark and | like to
watch is "Keeping Up Appearances,” the British conedy.

We just absolutely love that. It's hilarious. Do
any of you watch that, "Keeping Up Appearances"?

It's just hilarious. |It's the story of Hyacinth.
The four sisters are Hyacinth, Daisy, they are nanmed after
different flowers, Rose and Violet.

She's this matronly woman who is a bit overbearing
and she really cares a | ot about outward appearances.

She does everything in her power to keep an outward
appearance that seens reserved and ready for anything.

And she considers herself well-bred and wel
informed of the upper crust of British society.

In one episode she asks her neighbor, Elizabeth, to
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drive her to her sister Daisy's house

So they get in the car and they drive over there and
she has her park in front of a really nice house.

It's not Daisy's house, but she has her park there
and then she goes up, she marches up to the door, she always
has this flowered hat on, her heels and a dress and a purse,
and she marches up to the door and pretends to ring it and
t hen she goes around the back pretending as though I'Ill just
go around the back, because no one is answering the front
door .

But really what she's doing is she is going back
there so that she can clinb over a six foot brick wall in
order to get to her sister's house.

And so she clinmbs up this brick wall. O course,
she falls and the hat conmes off and her hair is all messed up
and she gets up, brushes herself off, and marches up to
Dai sy's house, which is a rundown tenenent.

She does everything in her power to nake sure that
she keeps up the appearance that she is a well-bred English
woman. She's all show and no tell.

It's the same problemwi th this vineyard; all show
and no tell.

Just before Jesus left this earth, he knew that his
di sciples would need a teaching on not being all show and no

tell.
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That is why he teaches about pruning, and about
bearing fruit, and about true growh, and not just fruit, but
excellent fruit.

He didn't want themto be showy disciples. He
didn't want churches to be show. He didn't want there to be
showy Christians. He cared about fruit.

God has al ways cared about fruit, fromthe very
beginning in the Bible, be fruitful and multiply he says to
Adamr and Eve.

But not just fruit; excellent fruit. A sour grape
may be a grape, but it's still sour. So Jesus cares about
excellent fruit

That's why today we are going to talk about runaway
gr owm h.

That's a beautiful picture of an apple. Fruit that
is excellent and worth picking.

That apple is excellent and worth picking and that
is the kind of fruit that God wants us to bear as his
di sci pl es.

So we are going to look at John 15, 1 to 8, but
before we do | want to just take you back to the Ad
Testanment, so get your Bibles out.

W are going to turn to Isaiah, Chapter 5, and the
reason we are is because I'mjust going to cite three

exanples fromscripture that help us to understand why Jesus
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chose this inmge of vine, vinegrower, and branches in
John 15.

The reason he did is because God has al ways used the
vine or the vineyard to explain or talk about a healthy
rel ati onshi p between God and God's people.

So in Isaiah, Chapter 5, it's a beautiful inage
here, Chapter 5, Verses 1 and 2.

| have it on page 647, if that would help you find

"Let me sing for ny beloved ny |ove song concerning
his vineyard. M beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile
hill. He dug it and cleared it of stones and planted it with
choice vines. He built a watchtower in the mdst of it and
hewed out a wine vat in it. He expected it to yield grapes,
but it yielded wild grapes.”

Now turn with nme to Jerem ah. That's the next book
over, Jerem ah 2, Verse 21.

God cares about the kind of fruit that we bear.

He's | ooking at his people as though they were a | ush
vineyard and had a wine vat in it and when he | ooked to take
the fruit off the vine, they were wld, out of control.

Jerem ah 2:21, there is a great imge there. "Yet |
pl anted you as a choice vine."

This is God tal king through the prophet Jerem ah.

pl anted you, I"'mthe one, I'mthe one that gives the growh.
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Remenber, we read that in First Corinthians, Chapter 3, I'm
the one that causes grow h.

"Yet | planted you as a choice vine fromthe purest
stock. How then did you turn degenerate and becone |like a
wld vine?"

God uses the vine, the vineyard, that imge,
branches and fruit to speak to his people, give them an
i mage.

Let's turn over to Jerem ah 8:13 and see just one
nmore i mage, just to drive that honme, how inportant it is to
bear fruit that is excellent; not just fruit.

Jerem ah 8:13, "When | wanted to gather them says
the Lord, there are no grapes on the vine."

Now we' ve got a bare vine.

"Nor figs on the fig tree. Even the |eaves are
wi t hered, and what | gave them has passed away from them "

That grieves God's heart, when we are not bearing
fruit that is excellent.

Yes, a sour grape is a fruit, but it's still sour,
and God wants us to bear excellent fruit, and that's why
Jesus chooses this imge in John 15.

So if we turn to that again, page 104, "I amthe
true vine and ny Father is the vinegrower. He renpbves every
branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears

fruit he prunes,"” that's verses 1 and 2.
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And then junp down to 5, a rem nder again, "I amthe
vine, you are the branches.”

It's so famliar to us, | know many of you are
famliar with these words of Jesus.

But what | want you to see today is that he's very
cl ear about the relationshinp.

It's the perfect relationship between the
vi negrower, the vine, Jesus Christ, and the branches.

It's perfect, and God calls us into that perfect
relationship and Jesus rem nds his disciples of that, because
he wants us to know that that perfect relationship is given
to us for the sole purpose of producing fruit.

And that is why runaway growh is such a problem
That's why you can't have overgrown vines with a | ot of
| eaves.

You can't have too many comm tnents, disciples. You
can't be underconnected to your |oved ones, your famly, your
friends, your neighbors.

You can't have a |lot of sprawing growh, extra
comm tnents, because fruit is inportant to God.

And if we are running here and there and we are
overconmm tted and underconnected, as nobst Anericans are, and
many Christians, then the world can't see the fruit, because
it's hidden.

You know what Jesus says about fruit that is under a
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bushel basket. He doesn't like it.

Don't keep it hidden under a bushel basket. Don't
keep your beautiful apples hidden under a bushel basket.

Runaway growth is a problem and sonetines in our
lives, not just as individuals, our overcommtnents, but
sonetinmes we do this as a church, and our overcommtnents, or
our particul ar obsession, if you wwll, with non-essenti al
things in the church.

| was parked up at the light up here, the one by
St. Pat's. | was going to go forward and then they have to

turn left, they can't go forward, but every now and then

you'll see that. |It's interesting, isn't it?
But I"'msitting there, | think it was Friday or
sonet hing, and | | ook over and there's this big huge white

truck, just huge, and on the right-hand bunper sticker it
says, "Don't like Jesus? Then go to hell."

| was |ike "whoa."

| crept up a little bit to see like if | could get a
clue maybe, just to see |ike what kind of a person would be
putting that on their bunper sticker, and | wasn't hel ped at
all. 1 |ooked and there wasn't anything else | got. | tried
to work it out.

But that's amazing. | don't know if that guy is
frustrated with Christians not being God's disciples in the

wor |l d, or people not getting it, not wanting to know Jesus,
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but I love Jesus, and | know I'ml|ike many of you, but I'm
thi nking if sonmeone drives up that doesn't know or |ove Jesus
and they see that -- whoa.

This is what | nean about if we're overcomm tted, or
we have got our own agenda going in the church, or as a
disciple, the world is not going to see the lush fruit, and
God cares about fruit. He cares a |lot about fruit.

We are under the watchful eye of the world. They
are watching us. They are wondering if our |lives have
meani ng.

That just does not help. Don't |ike Jesus? For
those who do like him oh, don't put that on there.

W have a bad enough reputation in this world. They
are not seeing the lush fruit.

When it's about our agendas, and it's about
non-essential issues, we are hiding the fruit that we are
supposed to be producing.

| haven't seen you for a couple weeks. Two weekends
ago | was preaching at a church in Omaha, and it was going to
be a traditional Lutheran service, which |I really enjoy
t hose.

So | had ny robe and ny cross and | had talked to
the nmusic mnister before and | said, "Now, which service are
we going to do?"

And she said, "Well, we know the "Wth One Voice"
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hymal . "

That's this blue one. W have a few of them out
there in the pew pockets, but it's this one.

| said, "I love that. | just love the songs in

that, but we don't do that at Bethany. W don't do that at

our liturgical service, w don't do "Wth One Voice", it
woul d be great, | would like to experience that."

She said, "Fine, then. W wll| do setting one out
of that."

So | get there and the assistant to the pastor
handed ne a bulletin and | said, "I've got one."

She goes, "I'll get you another one."

So now | have two bulletins, and as soon as | opened
it up papers fell out of it, so then | am clutching those, |
have the bulletins with all these papers in it, | have two.

And then | had ny Bible with ny notes in it, which
is really all 1 can handle, to tell you the truth.

But then | had this "Wth One Voice" hymal, and
then | also had the | eader guide that goes with this, and I
was going to be the |eader, so | thought | better take that.

So | had the | eader guide, | had the "Wth One
Voice", | had ny Bible, and I had two bulletins full of
papers.

And | think I was doing okay until | got to the

passing of the peace, and | wasn't sure if they did it,
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because we do it at the front of the service, when you greet
each other, that's when we pass the Lord's peace, because the
Christ in you neets the Christ in ne, and that's the peace.

So | picked up one of ny bulletins and | have the
hymal and | was wal king and all of a sudden | found nyself
conpletely sprawled in front of the congregation with ny
m crophone on.

| mssed three steps and the m crophone was on.
was so glad that | didn't say anything.

(Laughter)

Because |'m from Montana, so some words are nore
acceptabl e than ot hers.

But, anyway, | junped right up, because |I could see
a few of the ol der people in the congregation clutching their
hearts.

So | figured | needed to junp right up, and | did,
and | was a bit disconbobul ated and I went and sat down over
at the pastor's chair and | started to collect nyself and |
t hought, okay, are they busy?

Because if they are busy | can relax and, Lord,
woul d you pl ease take care of ny body, because | was
conpl etely shaken, because | mssed all the steps, and you
know how that feeling is when people are staring at you?

So | looked up from ny prayer about healing and I

saw right here in the front there were four elderly gentl enen
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waiting for me to give themthe plates.

W don't do that here, so | try to get up, | got
over here, the plates were over here, and | cane over there
and | took one | ook at those steps and | said to nyself, "I'm
not going there."

So | go like that, because |I didn't need that again,
and then | felt bad because one of the elderly gentleman just
about fell down.

But here is the thing. Wen | was shaking people's
hands afterwards, five people told ne, "Pastor, you're not
the first person that has happened to," like that's supposed
to confort ne.

(Laughter)

But as | drove off, dream ng of ice bags when | got
home, | thought to nyself, that nust be what it's |like for
peopl e who don't know the |ayout of the church, they don't
know t he | anguage, it's enbarrassing to fall |ike that.

And | just got to thinking how enbarrassed and
sensitive people mght feel when they conme into the church
and they fall in a way.

They don't know where to go next, or what to do, and
no one greets them and we've got |ush, lush fruit, the Good
News of Jesus Chri st.

God cares about fruit and about sharing that fruit

and we need to be careful and check our vital signs as a
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church and as disciples and we need to wonder together, are
we hi di ng behind non-essential things?

Are we overcommitted and underconnected to famly,
friends, neighbors?

That's where the pruning cones in. Pruning is
i nportant, because God established the church, and there is a
| ot of nonsense that goes on in the church so that the fruit
doesn't get seen by the world.

And that's where the pruning cones in. That's why
Jesus tal ks about pruning so nuch.

Pruning is not about discipline or punishnment; it's
j ust good gardening.

|"ma bit of a novice gardener, but | had these ivy
pl ants | ast year and | got themas a little baby plant and
then they were sprawling everywhere at the end of the summer
and | thought those | ook great.

| was proud of that, ny cultivating of that, so |
brought theminside for the wnter

And | wrapped them around this pot and w apped them
around that pot and they sat on ny counter top and it was
like fresh for the winter, because it's not the grow ng
season.

Al ong about March or April the | eaves started
turning brown and falling off.

| thought maybe |I'm cooking too nuch. | better cut
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back.
(Laughter)

But actually what | did was | repotted them because
| thought maybe that's the problem

So | gave them sone food and stuff and | put them up
and wrapped them around again and a couple days |ater they
just kept falling off and they were yell ow and brown.

| took them outside. When it got to be the first
spring rain, | thought God's water will be perfect for those
t hi ngs, and they kept falling off.

So ny good friend conmes over and | go, "Look at
t hese things."

She goes, "Cut them back."

"l don't want to cut back what |'ve grown."

She said, "Cut them back."

Look at this picture. Can you see the new growth on
it? Isn't it beautiful? They are |ooking great.

| " ma novice gardener, but it's just good gardening
to cut it back, and God knows that.

There is a quote from Ruth W1 kinson from a book
called "Secrets of the Vine".

Grapes need pruning and so do Christians. Pruning
will intensify as God's shears cut closer to the core of who
you are. If you don't apply Jesus's vineyard teachings

you' Il never experience the abundant life you long for.
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There is sinply no other way. It is not about God
di sciplining you, or God punishing you; it's just good
gardeni ng. "

So | | eave you wth the question, how are you doi ng?
Is the fruit that you are bearing, is it lush? Is it
heal t hy?

Are you clinging to the vine, or are you
overcomm tted and under connect ed?

Because, renenber what the word says today, apart
fromme you can't do anyt hing.

So stay close, that's what it neans, abide in ne,
stay close to ne, stay really close to ne, because when you
stay close to ne you will be bear truth, fruit that |asts.
Not just fruit; excellent fruit.

W were just fed not too long ago with juicy sap, if
you will.

Christ is the vine with the branches, his |ifeblood,
in other words, is like juicy sap that goes into the furthest
branches and gi ves those branches suppl eness, food, strength,
| ove, forgiveness.

W' ve got the vine in us today. |It's the juicy sap
of his |ove.

And the question | want to | eave you with today is
will you allow that juicy sap to keep you suppl e enough to

draw near to the cutting shears, if that's what you need?
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O to share that fruit with the world that is
driving by out there, or wal king by.

WIIl you allow God to prune you so that that world
that he came to save can see the lush fruit that we are to
produce as his disciples?

Let's pray. Thank you, God. Thank you for your
word today and for cleansing us with your word and with that
juicy sap fromyour holy |ifeblood poured out, poured out for
the church; poured out so that the world wll know by our
| ove that we are your disciples.

Lord, help us to renenber that you are just a really
good gardener and that when you prune us back it's just
because you want us to produce nore fruit, fruit that is
excel l ent and worth picking.

So bl ess the pruning and bl ess the producing, the
pl anting and the watering today.

Lord, you are gardener and we |ove to be tended by

your loving hand. Thank you. In your nane. Anen.




