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Vine & Branches
Digging Deeper

All Are Called

Jesus said: I came that you may have life and have it abundantly. This promise is for all people, everywhere!
We discover the abundant life of Jesus as we:
• Respond to the call to follow Jesus. Claim or re-claim your own “Why Jesus?” story.
• Live with an open and generous heart, committing to love and serve as a way of life. We are all called
to recognize that we are inextricably connected to one another, and when we live deeply, loving one
another, we discover true joy. Consider where God is inviting you to see all the people and to go and love.
• Use our gifts in the places we are strategically deployed: our families, our workplaces, and our
communities. Ponder how you can claim your unique gifts and strengths and live out the call God has
placed on your heart.
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Why do I follow
Jesus?

How do I live with
love, compassion,
and justice?

LIVE YOUR
PURPOSE

How do I align my gifts and
strengths to make a difference
in the world? Where am I
strategically deployed?
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About This Resource
At the 2018 Annual Conference, we explored the theme “Discover Joy: Live Deeply!” We focused
on the pathway to a deep, well-lived life, which comes as we abide in Jesus. We connected to our
collective story of how God has named and claimed us, and explored practices that sustain us
and give depth to our spiritual lives.
To help you continue that focus, we’re providing a quarterly “Vine and Branches: Digging Deeper”
resource every three months until next year’s Annual Conference. We encourage you to use the
monthly practices in these booklets in small groups and with your whole congregation. We hope
they enhance your spiritual life and help you find new ways to discover joy and live deeply in
connection to the vine that is Jesus.
Every month of this booklet is divided into four sections, each focused on a different theme,
scripture, and spiritual practice. Here’s a quick explanation of each of the four sections and how
you might use them:
• GO GATHER: A centering exercise/devotion that’s designed for a committee, ministry team,
or small group to engage in at the beginning of their time together.
• GO BIGGER: An exercise or practice for the whole congregation to engage in.
• GO DEEPER: A learning and discussion opportunity for small groups that want to delve
deeper into the theme, scripture, or spiritual practice and are able to devote a bit more time
to it.
• GO FURTHER: Recommended books, articles, and other resources for those interested in
continuing to explore the month’s spiritual practice and/or theme.
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December
Theme: Abide in Jesus
Scripture: John 15:5-11 (NRSV)
Practice: Breath prayer

GO GATHER (about 15 minutes)
1. As a centering exercise, read John 15:5-11 (NRSV).
You might want to have people read it responsively.
2. Introduce breath prayer by sharing the
background in the sidebar to the right. Invite
people to practice taking full, deep breaths. Most
of us only breathe with our chests, a very shallow
form of breathing. Encourage each person to fill
their chest, their ribs, and their belly with a full
breath. Have them take 10 full breaths. Ask them
what they notice about their body and how they
feel. Maybe they notice that they carry tension in
their chest and feel anxiety. Or maybe they notice
that their heart is beating strongly and they feel
healthy. Have them pay attention to what their
body is feeling.
3. Invite each person to spend a few minutes
writing their own personal breath prayer—and
then to spend three minutes in silence, breathing
deeply and praying their breath prayer.
4. Finally, have each person reflect on these
questions with a partner or a trio:

Breath prayer
Breath prayer is shaped by the
action most essential to our
lives: our very breath. Breath
plays a central role in scripture,
too, from the very beginning
in which God breathes life into
human form. Here’s how to
practice breath prayer:
1. Choose a brief sentence or
a simple phrase that can be
repeated in one breath.
2. Breathe in and out, with the
first part of your prayer coming
to mind on the inward breath
and the latter part connecting
with the outward breath.
3. Continue your prayer for a
set period of time or until you
have reached an inner stillness
as you dwell in the presence of
God. Come up with your own,
or pray one of these:
• Lord
Have mercy.

• Speak, Lord
• How easy is it for God to get your attention?
Your servant is listening.
• When are you able to hear God’s still, small
• Holy Wisdom
voice best?
Guide me.
• In what ways has God been inviting you just to
be with God?
• When is God most present with you and when are you most present with God?
• How is God inviting you to be in this posture of being still and abiding in Jesus in the
coming weeks and months?

5. Encourage those gathered to do a breath prayer daily for the remainder of the month,
and conclude with your own prayer or with this one: Lord, You have given us your Son, Jesus
Christ, as the true vine and our source of strength. Help us to live as branches attached to the
vine, and to bear plentiful fruit of justice, goodness, and love. Let our union become visible to
those around us through our words and our actions. Help us to remain focused on the vine so
that Jesus may be visibly present among us now and forever. Amen.
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GO BIGGER
If your congregation hands out candles to each person at your Christmas Eve worship service,
briefly describe breath prayer before the candles are lit. Talk about how we can use our
breathing to embody our prayers vs. simply praying with our head—and how seeing our
breath on cold winter days gives us a physical reminder that God is present. We can breathe
in the breath of the Holy Spirit and breathe out our fears, our anxieties, and our burdens
and hand them over to God. After you light the candles and finish singing “Silent Night” (or
whatever hymns you want to sing with them lit), invite the congregation to do a communal
breath prayer as they blow their candles out. Come up with your own breath prayer for your
congregation to use, or use this one: “Thanks be to God, unto us a child is born.”

GO DEEPER (about 25 minutes)
1. Watch Nooma’s “Breathe” video with author Rob Bell (find it at https://tinyurl.com/
noomabreathe).
2. Discuss these questions in response to the video:
• What would it look like for you to take time each day to pay more attention to your
breathing—to become aware that the divine breath is flowing through you, that it is in
God that you move, live, and breathe?
• Are we standing on holy ground all the time, passing burning bushes but too distracted
to see them? What distracts you from seeing God?
• What’s your reaction to this idea that the name of God is the sound of breathing?
• Rob said that when you let God in, when you breathe, you become aware of what you
need to let go of. What is it you need to let go of?
• What’s inside of you right now—what are you angry about, concerned for, stressed
about? What’s filling up your head space? What is it that you need to breathe out in order
to have a deeper connection with God?
• Jesus said the spirit of God guides us into truth. What do you need guidance in? Is there
anything you need to breathe in right now?
3. Conclude your discussion by singing together “Breathe on Me, Breath of God” (No. 420 in
The United Methodist Hymnal). Or, simply have someone read the verses aloud.

GO FURTHER
•

Complete set of 24 Nooma videos featuring Rob Bell

•

Joyfully Together: The Art of Building a Harmonious Community (focuses on spiritual practices
to nurture our capacities to live and to live mindfully) by Thich Nhat Hanh

•

Your Breathing Body collection of CDs (contain practices for using breath as a pathway to
healing and transformation)
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January
Theme: Discover joy through relationship
Scripture: John 15:9-11 (NRSV)
Practice: Gratitude

GO GATHER (about 10 minutes)
1. As a centering exercise, read John 15:9-11
(NRSV). You might want to have people read it
responsively.
2. Bring a note card for each person at your
gathering (any note card will work, but see
the second-to-the-last page of this booklet for
a ready-made one you can print) or ask each
individual to bring a blank note card of their
own.
3. Introduce the concept of gratitude as a
practice: One of the most effective ways to
improve your mood and overall happiness is to
work towards focusing on what’s going well in
your life and what you are grateful for. Research
done by psychologists has shown that people
can feel happier and are more satisfied with their
lives when they focus on what they are grateful
for. There are also significant health benefits
associated with the practice of gratitude. For
example, did you know that gratitude can
make you more patient, improve intimate
relationships, help you sleep, stop you from
overeating, and even help ease depression?
The key is being intentional about taking time
to practice gratitude. One of the ways we can
do this is by tending to our relationships and
acknowledging those who have made an impact
in our lives.
4. Tell those gathered that one way to practice
gratitude is by writing a letter of gratitude.
Introduce this concept by relaying the
background in the sidebar to the right.

Letter of gratitude
Most of us have written our fair
share of thank you notes. But
we may not be familiar with the
concept of a gratitude letter.
The idea is to write a message to
express appreciation to someone
who made a difference in your
life—not because of what they’ve
given you but because of who they
are and how they’ve affected you.
Think about someone who has
done or said something (tangible
or intangible) that made an impact
on your life. Greater Good in
Action, which collects researchbased methods for a happier,
more meaningful life, suggests the
following steps to write a gratitude
letter:
1. Write as though you are
addressing this person directly, ie.
“Dear ______.”
2. Don’t worry about perfect
grammar or spelling.
3. Describe in specific terms what
this person did, why you are
grateful to this person, and how this
person’s behavior affected your life.
Try to be as concrete as possible.
4. Describe what you are doing in
your life now and how you often
remember his or her efforts.
5. Try to keep your letter to roughly
one page (approximately 300
words).
Some suggest delivering your letter
in person and reading it aloud to
the recipient.
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5. Watch a Hallmark commercial in which a woman presents a card of gratitude to a teacher
who impacted her life (find it here: https://tinyurl.com/hallmarkgratitude)
6. Invite each person to write their own letter of gratitude at the meeting—to select someone
who has made a difference in their life and take a few minutes to thank that person with a
hand-written note. Encourage each person to mail their letter this week, or invite each person
to address their letter and leave it for you to stamp and mail.

GO BIGGER
Two opportunities for your congregation:
1. Cover the entry to your church or sanctuary with butcher paper, and put markers, crayons,
and/or colored pencils in baskets near the paper. As people walk into the church or the
sanctuary for worship, invite them to write on the paper the name of someone who’s made a
profound impact on their life. Talk to the congregation about practicing gratitude and invite
each person to write a letter of gratitude to the person whose name they wrote on the butcher
paper.
2. Hand out a small piece of paper to each person as they walk into the sanctuary. Sometime
during worship, talk about how just as important as it is to give thanks for the people who
have impacted our lives is being an adult who positively impacts the lives of young people
in our midst. Research indicates that children need nine caring adults in their lives in order to
thrive. Ask the congregation: What would it look like for you to be one of those nine people
and awaken the spark that lives inside of a young person? Sparks—when illuminated and
nurtured—give young people joy, energy, and direction. Ask: Whose sparks are you tending?
Have each person write down the name of one young person in their life (ideally someone
other than one of their own children) who they will pledge to pay attention to and support,
and put that name in the offering plate. Optional addition: Have note cards available on the
way out of the sanctuary following worship, and encourage each person to take one and write
a note sometime in the next week to the person whose name they wrote down.

GO DEEPER (about 20 minutes)
1.Watch the Vine and Branches Talk given by Rev. Rachel McIver Morey at the 2018 Annual
Conference (find it at: https://tinyurl.com/rachelmorey)
2. Discuss these questions in response to the Vine and Branches Talk:
• How would you respond if an unchurched person asked you why you follow Jesus?
• At a time when there’s perhaps more division than ever before, how can we build
relationships and create holy ground by sharing our own stories from where we stand
and listening to the stories of others from where they stand?
• What’s a raw moment from your own life where grace found you or you were found by
grace? Which people or relationships played a part? Looking back on this moment, what
are you grateful for?
• Think of someone in your life who you don’t know well, don’t seem to have much in
common with, or find it difficult to love. What would it look like for you to share your story
with them and invite them to share their story with you? What might happen as a result?
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3. Conclude with your own prayer or with this one: God, thank you for the gift of
relationship—with you and with others. Help us tend to our relationship with you, that
we might grow in our discipleship and our love for you. Help us tend to our relationships
with others, that they might see Christ in and through us. Guide us as we seek to practice
gratitude and to be ever mindful of the blessings in our lives. In your name we pray. Amen.

GO FURTHER
• Grateful: The Transformative Power of Giving Thanks by Diana Butler Bass
• “Four Great Gratitude Strategies” article from Greater Good in Action (find it here: https://
tinyurl.com/gratitudestrategies)
• “25 Simple Ways to Practice Gratitude” article from The Chopra Center (find it here:
https://tinyurl.com/gratitudepractices)
• The Little Book of Gratitude: Create a Life of Happiness and Wellbeing by Giving Thanks by
Robert A. Emmons
• Stop-Look-Go: A Grateful Practice Workbook and Gratitude Journal produced and edited by
Gary Fiedel and Karie Jacobson
• Sparks: How Parents Can Help Ignite the Hidden Strengths of Teenagers by Peter L. Benson
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February
Theme: Love one another
Scripture: John 15:12-17 (NRSV)
Practice: Daily Examen

GO GATHER (about 12 minutes)
1. Tell those gathered that as we prepare
to enter the season of Lent next month,
this is a time when we might start thinking
about how we’re called to turn toward God
during those 40 days. Read the following
poem twice, and ask people the appropriate
question prompt (below the poem)
immediately before each reading.
“Fasting and Feasting”
by William Arthur Ward
Lent should be more than a time of fasting.
It should also be a joyous season of feasting.
Lent is a time to fast from certain things and
to feast on others.
It is a season to turn to God:
Fast from judging others;
feast on the goodness in them.
Fast from emphasis on difference;
feast on unity of all life.
Fast from apparent darkness;
feast on the reality of light.
Fast from thoughts of illness;
feast on the healing power of God.
Fast from words that pollute;
feast on phrases that purify.
Fast from discontent; feast on gratitude.
Fast from anger; feast on patience.
Fast from pessimism; feast on optimism.
Fast from worry; feast on divine order.
Fast from complaining;
feast on appreciation.
Fast from negatives; feast on affirmatives.
Fast from unrelenting pressures;
feast on unceasing prayer.

Daily Examen
The Daily Examen is an ancient
practice of prayerful reflection on
the events of the day in order to
detect God’s presence and discern
God’s direction for us. In his spiritual
exercises, Ignatius urged that all be
taught the Examen, and he believed
that the key to a healthy spirituality
was to find God in all things. Here’s
one version of the Examen (the five
R’s are a mnemonic device to help
you remember it):
• Relish moments that went well:
Give God thanks for all the things
you’re grateful for today.
• Request the Spirit to lead you: Ask
God to fill you with God’s Spirit to
lead you through some difficult
soul-searching.
• Review the day: Look back on
the day and ask the Lord to point
out moments when you didn’t act
so well or made mistakes. Take a
sobering look at these moments.
• Repent for mistakes: If you have
sinned, ask God to forgive you.
If you’ve made a mistake, ask for
healing of harm that was done.
Ask for help to move on and
wisdom to discern how to better
handle similar situations in the
future.
• Resolve to live tomorrow well: Ask
God to show you how tomorrow
might go. Imagine the things
you’ll be doing, the people you’ll
see, and the decisions you’ll make.
Ask for help with any moments
you foresee that might be difficult.
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Fast from hostility; feast on non-resistance.
Fast from bitterness; feast on forgiveness.
Fast from self-concern; feast on compassion for others.
Fast from personal anxiety; feast on eternal Truth.
Fast from discouragement; feast on hope.
Fast from facts that depress; feast on truths that uplift.
Fast from lethargy; feast on enthusiasm.
Fast from suspicion; feast on truth.
Fast from thoughts that weaken; feast on promises that inspire.
Fast from idle gossip; feast on purposeful silence.
Fast from problems that overwhelm; feast on prayer that supports.
1st reading: Underline the word or phrase that captures your imagination.
2nd reading: What is God calling you to fast from and feast on during Lent?
2. Invite the group into a time of brief dialogue to share any insights or discernment they
had while listening to the poem. Ask: Which habits or practices in your life distance you from
God? How will you seek to grow closer to God during Lent? What will you commit to feasting
on and fasting from in this season?
3. As a closing exercise, read this prayer:
Wesley Covenant Prayer and Baptismal Covenant
“I am no longer my own, but thine.
Put me to what thou wilt, rank me with whom thou wilt.
Put me to doing, put me to suffering.
Let me be employed by thee or laid aside for thee,
exalted for thee or brought low for thee.
Let me be full, let me be empty.
Let me have all things, let me have nothing.
I freely and heartily yield all things
to thy pleasure and disposal.
And now, O glorious and blessed God,
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,
thou art mine, and I am thine. So be it.
And the covenant which I have made on earth,
let it be ratified in heaven. Amen.”

GO BIGGER
At a worship service sometime before Lent begins, hand out the “Fasting and Feasting”
poem on bookmarks (see final page of this booklet) to each person as they walk into the
sanctuary for worship. Read the poem at some point during the service, and ask each person
to discern what God is calling them to feast on and fast from during Lent. Have them write
down on the back of their bookmark what they will commit to feasting on and fasting from,
and to bring the bookmark home and use it or post it somewhere to remind them of their
commitment. Optional addition: Hand out a small piece of paper to each person in addition
to the bookmark. Ask people to write on the paper the same commitments they put on the
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back of their bookmark—and to put the paper in the offering plate (without their name on it).
Before the next worship service, put all the cards on a prominent wall or bulletin board and
leave them there throughout Lent to remind people of their commitment.

GO DEEPER (about 15 minutes)
1. Ponder how you’re being loving on a daily
basis to those you encounter. How do you
demonstrate love toward those around you
(romantic relationships and non)? Here are
some ideas of simple ways to show love
toward others. Can you commit to doing at
least one act of kindness every day for the
next month?

 Say thank you for something someone
doesn’t realize they gave you—like
inspiration to seize the day or courage to
do something difficult.

 Give someone a card with a thoughtful
note.

 Celebrate someone’s success.

 Give someone your undivided attention.
 Provide a listening ear when someone is
having a hard time.

 Pay someone a genuine compliment.

 Post a thoughtful message on someone’s
Facebook page.

 Call someone you haven’t spoken to for a
while to ask how they’re doing.

 Say “hello” or “good morning” to a stranger
you pass.

 Offer someone your skill for free—
whether it’s designing, sewing, baking,
organizing, cooking, or something else.

 Volunteer in your community.

 Send someone a text that will brighten
their day.
 Forgive someone for pain they caused you.
 Cook dinner for someone.
 Clean up a mess that you didn’t make.
 Give someone a hug.

 Pass along a book you enjoyed to
someone else.
 Tell someone how they’ve made a
difference in your life.
 Bake a special treat and surprise someone
with it.
 Buy coffee for the person in line behind
you.

 Ask someone for advice.
 Send someone a surprise email with an encouraging note.
 Tell someone you’re proud of them.
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My loving and kindness continuum

Bad day/unloving

Good day/loving

My thoughts:

My thoughts:

Things I can do to be more
intentional about showing
love and kindness:
My actions:

My actions:

My body/posture:

My body/posture:

My triggers:

My triggers:
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2. Each person shows love in different ways. What does it look like for you to be loving and to
be unloving? How do you tend to act and feel on a bad day when you’re being unloving and
on a good day when you’re being loving toward others? What are the things around you that
serve as triggers that pull you toward being unloving or unkind and that help you be your best
self? Fill in the diagram on the next page.
3. Discuss what you learned or discerned about yourself through the exercise above. What
does it look like for you to be loving? What helps you to be your best self? How can you
proactively take steps to turn toward love every day?
4. Conclude with your own prayer or with this one: Lord, thank you for giving us the
opportunity every day to love you and love our neighbor. Thank you for forgiving us when
we are unkind and for giving us a chance to repent and start fresh when we fail to follow your
commandments. Help to demonstrate love and kindness every day, especially on those days
when we find it most difficult to do so. Help us to live as followers of Jesus so that others might
see Christ in us through our words and actions. In your name we pray. Amen.

GO FURTHER
• Annual Conference Lenten video study (featuring weekly videos with Minnesota Cabinet
members throughout Lent) on the book The Balancing Act: Rediscovering Daily Grace by
Bishop Robert Schnase (find the videos at www.minnesotaumc.org in early March)
• Pauses for Lent: 40 Words for 40 Days by Trevor Hudson
• The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything: A Spirituality for Real Life by James Martin, SJ
• 5 Love Languages books (there are versions for couples, singles, and men) by Gary
Chapman
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I’m grateful for

you!

you!

I’m grateful for

“Fasting and Feasting”
by William Arthur Ward

“Fasting and Feasting”
by William Arthur Ward

“Fasting and Feasting”
by William Arthur Ward

It is a season to turn to God:

It is a season to turn to God:

It is a season to turn to God:

Fast from judging others;
feast on the goodness in them.
Fast from emphasis on difference;
feast on unity of all life.
Fast from apparent darkness;
feast on the reality of light.
Fast from thoughts of illness;
feast on the healing power of God.
Fast from words that pollute;
feast on phrases that purify.
Fast from discontent; feast on gratitude.

Fast from judging others;
feast on the goodness in them.
Fast from emphasis on difference;
feast on unity of all life.
Fast from apparent darkness;
feast on the reality of light.
Fast from thoughts of illness;
feast on the healing power of God.
Fast from words that pollute;
feast on phrases that purify.
Fast from discontent; feast on gratitude.

Fast from judging others;
feast on the goodness in them.
Fast from emphasis on difference;
feast on unity of all life.
Fast from apparent darkness;
feast on the reality of light.
Fast from thoughts of illness;
feast on the healing power of God.
Fast from words that pollute;
feast on phrases that purify.
Fast from discontent; feast on gratitude.

Fast from anger; feast on patience.
Fast from pessimism;
feast on optimism.
Fast from worry;
feast on divine order.
Fast from complaining;
feast on appreciation.
Fast from negatives;
feast on affirmatives.
Fast from unrelenting pressures;
feast on unceasing prayer.

Fast from anger; feast on patience.
Fast from pessimism;
feast on optimism.
Fast from worry;
feast on divine order.
Fast from complaining;
feast on appreciation.
Fast from negatives;
feast on affirmatives.
Fast from unrelenting pressures;
feast on unceasing prayer.

Fast from anger; feast on patience.
Fast from pessimism;
feast on optimism.
Fast from worry;
feast on divine order.
Fast from complaining;
feast on appreciation.
Fast from negatives;
feast on affirmatives.
Fast from unrelenting pressures;
feast on unceasing prayer.

Fast from hostility;
feast on non-resistance.
Fast from bitterness;
feast on forgiveness.
Fast from self-concern;
feast on compassion for others.
Fast from personal anxiety;
feast on eternal Truth.
Fast from discouragement;
feast on hope.

Fast from hostility;
feast on non-resistance.
Fast from bitterness;
feast on forgiveness.
Fast from self-concern;
feast on compassion for others.
Fast from personal anxiety;
feast on eternal Truth.
Fast from discouragement;
feast on hope.

Fast from hostility;
feast on non-resistance.
Fast from bitterness;
feast on forgiveness.
Fast from self-concern;
feast on compassion for others.
Fast from personal anxiety;
feast on eternal Truth.
Fast from discouragement;
feast on hope.

Fast from facts that depress;
feast on truths that uplift.
Fast from lethargy; feast on enthusiasm.
Fast from suspicion; feast on truth.
Fast from thoughts that weaken;
feast on promises that inspire.
Fast from idle gossip;
feast on purposeful silence.
Fast from problems that overwhelm;
feast on prayer that supports.

Fast from facts that depress;
feast on truths that uplift.
Fast from lethargy; feast on enthusiasm.
Fast from suspicion; feast on truth.
Fast from thoughts that weaken;
feast on promises that inspire.
Fast from idle gossip;
feast on purposeful silence.
Fast from problems that overwhelm;
feast on prayer that supports.

Fast from facts that depress;
feast on truths that uplift.
Fast from lethargy; feast on enthusiasm.
Fast from suspicion; feast on truth.
Fast from thoughts that weaken;
feast on promises that inspire.
Fast from idle gossip;
feast on purposeful silence.
Fast from problems that overwhelm;
feast on prayer that supports.

Lent should be more than a time of
fasting. It should also be a joyous
season of feasting. Lent is a time to
fast from certain things and to feast on
others.

Lent should be more than a time of
fasting. It should also be a joyous
season of feasting. Lent is a time to
fast from certain things and to feast on
others.

Lent should be more than a time of
fasting. It should also be a joyous
season of feasting. Lent is a time to
fast from certain things and to feast on
others.

I commit to fasting from:

I commit to fasting from:

I commit to fasting from:

During Lent,
I commit to feasting on:							

During Lent,
I commit to feasting on:							

During Lent,
I commit to feasting on:							

