September-November 2018

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.

Be
l

ren of God
d
l
i
h
C
d
e
ov
FOLLOW
JESUS

LOVE &
SERVE

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 for the next year, every three months, we’ll provide a quarterly
“Vine and Branches: Digging Deeper.” 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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September
Theme: Abide in Jesus
Scripture: John 15:1-4 (MSG)
Practice: Lectio divina

GO GATHER (about 15 minutes)
1. As people arrive, have a bowl in the center
of the table. Give each person a slip of paper
(Post-it size), and have a description of the
lectio divina practice and selected scripture
available. Explain that lectio is a way of
reading the scripture slowly and prayerfully,
thus allowing God to speak to our hearts
through the scripture.

Lectio divina
“Lectio divina,” a Latin term, means
“divine reading” and describes
a way of reading the scriptures
whereby we gradually let go of our
own agenda and open ourselves to
what God wants to say to us. In the
12th century, a Carthusian monk
called Guigo described the stages
he saw as essential to the practice:
1. Lectio (reading): Read the word
of God slowly and reflectively so
that it sinks into us.

2. For this group experience, read the
scripture on the next page three times. After
each time it is read, invite participants to take
a moment to jot down their reflections to
the question for that particular reading. After
each reflection time, invite people to share
their response to the question. This is not a
time of dialogue. As each person shares, the
others simply listen with open hearts.

2. Meditatio (reflection): Think
about the chosen text and
ruminate upon it so that we take
from it what God wants to give us.

3. When all have shared, the group goes on
to repeat the process of reading the scripture
again and writing reflections in response to
the next question. If you have a large group,
divide attendees into groups of four so each
person has adequate time to share and the
process does not feel rushed.

4. Contemplatio (rest): Let go not
only of your own ideas, plans, and
meditations but also of your holy
words and thoughts. Simply rest in
the word of God, and listen at the
deepest level of your being to God
who speaks within us with a still
small voice. As you listen, you are
gradually transformed from within.

3. Oratio (response): Leave your
thinking aside and simply let your
heart speak to God. This response
is inspired by our reflection on the
word of God.

The lectio divina’s normal
movement is towards greater
simplicity, with less and less talking
and more listening. Gradually,
the words of scripture begin to
dissolve and the word is revealed.
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Scripture passage and questions
John 15 1-3 “I am the Real Vine and my Father is the Farmer. He cuts off every branch of me that
doesn’t bear grapes. And every branch that is grape-bearing he prunes back so it will bear
even more. You are already pruned back by the message I have spoken.
Live in me. Make your home in me just as I do in you. In the same way that a branch can’t
bear grapes by itself but only by being joined to the vine, you can’t bear fruit unless you are
joined with me.”
4

1st reading: Underline the word or phrase that captures your imagination.
2nd reading: What is home for you?
3rd reading: What is God calling you to do, be, or change through this passage?
Conclusion
1. Invite the group into a time of brief dialogue to share any insights or wonderings they
had through listening to this scripture and one another. If you are using this exercise in a
leadership team setting, you might ask: Is there a word of God out of today’s scripture for us as
a church community?
2. Invite each person to take the slip of paper they have been given, and to write down one
way they would like to abide more deeply in Jesus in the month ahead, and to place it in the
bowl as their offering.
3. Offer a prayer to close the lectio divina, either in your own words, or using the one below.
Prayer of intercession (inspired by John 15:1-8) written by Rev. MaryAnn Rennie
Vine of life,
in Your branches we are nestled
taking shelter and sustenance in the shade of Your strength.
With thanksgiving
we celebrate the growth and hope
we have found in placing
our roots in You,
for in life You nourish us
and Your Holy Spirit encourages us
to reach our full potential in the gifts we have been given
that others may know of Your love.
Lord,
make us more than sour grapes and unripe olives.
In the hardships of the world
may we look beyond the bitter politics and divisions
to find Your love
at the core of our relationships.
There may all people work with what we have in common
that we might grow to be a people of respect and trust.
May our branches bow
with the weight of the fruit you have bestowed.
Help us to look beyond our own needs,
to recognize those
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who are hungry for food, love and justice.
May we offer others the shelter needed
under the weight of Your branches
so they find a rest from the cold and darkness,
the hatred and loneliness of this world.
Instead may Your Spirit enable us
to value the gifts and talents of all.
May our leaves soak up Your light.
When we meet those who are worn down
with illness, loneliness, grief and abandonment,
may the light of Your presence shine
in the encounters they have with others
that all might know Your compassion.
Gardener of all life,
as You trim and shape us for Your purpose
may we place our prayers into Your hands
and trust that new seeds may grow
from tired and empty thoughts.
Amen.
At the end of the meeting
Read the scripture one more time. Invite people to find their slip in the bowl, and take it home
as a prayer reminder for the month ahead.

GO BIGGER
Invite your congregation to read John 15:1-4 daily for the remainder of September. Invite
people to pay attention to the ways they are experiencing God and moments when they feel
most connected to Jesus. Create a vine in your gathering or sanctuary space. Have cutouts of
leaves and grapes available, and invite people to write on them those moments of connection
when they feel they are indeed abiding in Christ and attach them to the vine. You may
consider reading a few each week as a part of your prayers of the people, giving thanks for
how God is showing up in people’s lives.

GO DEEPER (about 20 minutes)
1. Listen to the Vine and Branches Talk given by Rev. Carol Zaagsma at the 2018 Annual
Conference (find it at: https://tinyurl.com/carolzaagsma).
2. Discuss these questions in response to the Vine and Branches Talk:
• Can you remember a time of trying to share your story and not being listened to? How
did you feel? What did you do?
• What keeps you from listening well to other people?
• Where do you think the church has not been listening to God or the world these days?
• Do you agree with Carol’s argument that not listening leads to isolation and erodes our
relationships? Are you seeing evidence of that in your life or community?
• What would it look like for you to “listen louder than you speak?”
3. Read the poem on the following page to conclude your discussion:
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“Deeply Listening” by John Fox
When someone deeply listens to you
it is like holding out a dented cup
you’ve had since childhood
and watching it fill up with
cold, fresh water.
When it balances on top of the brim,
you are understood.
When it overflows and touches your skin,
you are loved.
When someone deeply listens to you
the room where you stay
starts a new life
and the place where you wrote
your first poem
begins to glow in your mind’s eye.
It is as if gold has been discovered!
When someone deeply listens to you
your bare feet are on the earth
and a beloved land that seemed distant
is now at home within you.

GO FURTHER
• The Cup of Our Life: A Guide for Spiritual Growth by Joyce Rupp
• The Story of God, the Story of Us: Getting Lost and Found in the Bible by Sean Gladding
• Meeting God in Scripture: A Hands-On Guide to Lectio Divina by Jan Johnson

7

October
Theme: Discover joy
Scripture: John 15:4 (MSG)
Practice: Gratitude

GO GATHER (about 15 minutes)
1. Cut out leaf shapes from different
colored paper and have markers available.
Depending on your gathering space, find a
way to display the leaves, either an outline
of a tree they can be taped onto, or a wire
tree they can hang from. Have copies of the
prayer below as handouts.
2. Invite someone to read this prayer aloud as
others listen:
“Waken in Me a Sense of Joy” by Ted Loder
from Guerrillas of Grace: Prayers for the
Battle

Gratitude
Gratitude has the power to change
our thinking and the way we
see God, others, and our lives.
There are lots of ways to practice
gratitude. One simple and effective
way is to take a few minutes at the
end of each day and write down
three things for which you are
grateful.
Try to be specific rather than listing
things like family, faith, church,
and friends. What are you most
thankful for about your spouse,
children, or parents? What about
your faith or church makes you
truly grateful?
Over time, this practice will result
in more positive ways of seeing the
world and being with God. Your
thankful heart will even lead you
to seeing God in others.

O extravagant God,
in this ripening, red-tinged autumn,
waken in me a sense of joy in just being alive,
joy for nothing in general except everything
in particular;
joy in sun and rain mating with earth to birth a harvest;
joy in soft light through shyly disrobing trees;
joy in the acolyte moon setting halos around processing clouds;
joy in the beating of a thousand wings mysteriously knowing which way it is warm;
joy in wagging tails and kids’ smiles and in this spunky old city;
joy in the taste of bread and wine, the smell of dawn, a touch, a song, a presence;
joy in having what I cannot live without—other people to hold and cry and laugh with;
joy in love, in you;
and that at first and last is grace.

3. Invite people to turn to a neighbor, and share where they have experienced or discovered
joy these days. Give five minutes for this dialogue.
4. Read the background explanation in the sidebar above about gratitude as a spiritual
practice. Discuss how choosing gratitude is an action and not dependent on the
circumstances of one’s life. It is a habit to be developed, and one way to develop this habit
is to take a few minutes at the end of each day to write down three things for which you are
grateful. Invite people to try this habit for the next 30 days, and at the next gathering, give
time for people to share how it went and what they experienced.
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5. Give each person three leaves, and invite them to write on each one something for which
they are grateful related to the team that’s meeting, your church, a particular ministry of the
church, and/or what God is doing in and through your congregation. Then invite each person
to hang their leaves on the tree.
6. If you are a singing group, close with a song such as “For the Beauty of the Earth” or “Give
Thanks.”

GO BIGGER
Consider having your church put a tree (outline on a wall or a wire one) in your lobby area, and
encourage every group that meets during October to do the leaf exercise and add its leaves to
the tree so that you are together building a tree of gratitude. Include a few of those gratitude
statements in the weekly prayers during worship on Sunday morning.

GO DEEPER (about 35 minutes)
1. Watch the TED Talk “Celebrate What’s Right with the World” by Dewitt Jones (find it at:
https://tinyurl.com/TEDdewittjones).
2. Discuss these questions in response to the TED Talk:
• What hit home for you as you watched this Ted Talk?
• Which would you agree with more: Life is what happens to us or life is what we make of
it? Why?
• Talk about the challenges of living from a perspective of abundance in a world in which
we are constantly being marketed to and told that we do not have enough and we need
the latest or greatest product to be happy.
• If someone if willing, have them share a dilemma they are a facing, or perhaps one you
are facing as a church. Talk about how the idea of “there is more than one right answer”
might change the approach to solving that dilemma. If you have time and there is strong
trust within the group, engage in a brainstorming session around the dilemma and then
give all those right answers to the person to ponder and pray over.
• What is the default lens you tend to view the world through on a day-to-day to basis?
Dewitt said in his TED Talk: “Change my perspective, change my photograph. Change
my lens, change my life. My choice, every day.” What would it look like to change your
perspective or lens?
• What is right about your life? Our world? Your church? Make a list! Give a “woohoo” for
everything on that list.
• Which touchstone (like Dewitt’s juice camera) could you create to remind you to
celebrate what’s right?
3. Read this poem to conclude your discussion:
“Look and See” from Why I Wake Early by Mary Oliver
This morning, at waterside, a sparrow flew
to a water rock and landed, by error, on the back
of an eider duck; lightly it fluttered off, amused.
The duck, too, was not provoked, but you might say, was
Laughing.
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This afternoon a gull sailing over
Our house was casually scratching
its stomach of white feathers with one
pink foot as it flew.
Oh Lord, how shining and festive is your gifts to us, if we
only look and see.

GO FURTHER
•
•
•
•
•

Choosing Gratitude: Your Journey To Joy by Nancy Leigh DeMoss
One Thousand Gifts by Ann Voskamp
A Year of Daily Joy: A Guided Journal to Creating Happiness Every Day by Jennifer Louden
Small Victories: Spotting Improbable Moments of Grace by Anne Lamott
The Science of Gratitude, a radio documentary (find it at: https://tinyurl.com/sciencegratitude)
• Book of Philippians in the Bible (read and meditate on it)
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November
Theme: Live deeply
Scripture: Psalm 139
Practice: Daily Examen

GO GATHER (about 15 minutes)
Light a candle to serve as a focal point.
As a centering exercise, read Psalm 139
(you might want to use the hymnal and
read it responsively).
Introduce the Examen by sharing the
background in the sidebar to the right.
Try out a simple version of the Examen
with your group:
1. Sit up straight in your chair, feet flat
on the floor, hands palm up on your lap,
and either close your eyes or focus on the
light of Christ (candle). Take a few deep
breaths, breathe in God’s love, and when
you breathe out, fill the space around you
with the love of God.
2. Ask God to bring to your awareness the
moment today for which you are most
grateful. If you could relive one moment,
which one would it be? When were you
most able to give and receive love today?
Ask yourself what was said or done in that
moment that made it so good. Breathe
in the gratitude you felt, and receive life
again from that moment.
(Pause for silent reflection.)
3. Ask God to bring to your awareness the
moment today for which you are least
grateful. When were you least able to give
and receive love? Ask yourself what was
said and done in that moment that made
it so difficult. Relieve the feelings without
trying to change or fix them in any way.
Take deep breaths, and let God’s love fill
you just as you are.

Daily Examen
In his spiritual exercises, Ignatius urged that
all be taught the Examen, a daily prayerful
reflection on our responses to the events
of the day. Ignatius believed that the key
to a healthy spirituality is to find God in all
things and to work constantly to cooperate
with God’s will. The Examen helps us:
acknowledge sad or painful feelings and
hear how God is speaking to us through
them; notice the good in each day; and
become aware of seemingly insignificant
moments that can give direction for our
lives. Here are the five steps of the Examen:
1. Awareness: Take a moment to become
aware of God’s divine presence. Breathe
deeply and sink into the sensation of that
presence.
2. Gratitude: Rather than reciting what you
are thankful for, look back on your day with
a sense of gratitude and see what arises.
Nothing is too small to be thankful for.
3. Consolation: When did you feel uplifted,
joyful, comforted, or fully alive? Remember
as many details and feelings around your
times of consolation as you can. Give
thanks for your times of consolation.
4. Desolation: When did you feel irritated,
angry, frustrated, afraid, sad, alone, or less
than your best self? Remember as many
details and feelings around your times of
desolation as you can. Talk to God about
your times of desolation, paying attention
to any that that are still weighing on you.
5. Hope: Think about tomorrow. Notice
what feelings arise as you think over the
challenges and opportunities awaiting you.
Ask for any guidance and support you will
need. Remember that wherever you go, the
Holy Spirit is already there, waiting for you.
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(Pause for silent reflection.)
4. Give thanks for whatever you have experienced. (Pause for a brief time of silence.) Now, find
someone in the group, and share as much as you are willing of these two moments.
If you have time, you may want to debrief by asking the group what they experienced as
they moved through the steps of the Examen, and whether they could see themselves
incorporating this simple practice at the end of each day.
To close, form a circle. With arms outstretched, open your hands as if receiving a gift, and
read this blessing:
“Come Home to Yourself” from To Bless the Space Between Us by John O’Donohue
May all that is forgiven in you
Be released.
May your fears yield
Their deepest tranquilities.
May all that is unlived in you
Blossom into a future
Graced with love.

GO BIGGER
Introduce Faith5 to your whole congregation, and invite them to gather with their families
every evening to share highs and lows, read a scripture, talk about how the scripture
connects to their high and lows, pray together, and bless one another. Find resources for
Faith5 at: http://www.faith5.org.

GO DEEPER (about 25 minutes)
1. Watch Bishop Ough’s 2018 Episcopal Address to the Minnesota Annual Conference (find it
at: https://tinyurl.com/2018episcopaladdress). You’re welcome to watch the whole thing, but
for this activity, the recommended portion is 4:00 to 18:13.
2. Discuss these questions in response to the Episcopal Address:
• If people looked at your life by your actions and activities, what would people think is
your “one thing?”
• How do you respond to the idea that love is not primarily an emotion, but an action?
• How well do you think your church is embodying the vision to be a “Love First”
congregation? What is helping you live that out? What is keeping you from being more
loving?
• John 15 says we can only love when remain in Jesus. What has helped you stay
connected to the vine so that you can love as Jesus loves?
• What would it take for us to create a “Love First” movement in Minnesota?
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3. Read this prayer to conclude your discussion:
“This is all it takes” (an Advent prayer based on Luke 2:1-20) by Cheryl Lawrie, an
Australian prison chaplain
The story tells us that this is all it takes for love to be born:
You listen to the voice of improbable angels
You dare to believe you might have a part to play in their story
You say yes to the idea of the impossible
You give up the future you thought was inevitable
You defy the protocols and social mores of the day when they get in the way of you know is
true
You dare to say to those who would deny your value and your role that you just might have
what’s needed, in this moment
You search for your allies and trust them with your dream
You devour the moments of joy when they come
You demand the truth from yourself and those around you
You give up the things you are comfortable with
You travel long journeys in inhospitable conditions
You stand up to be counted
You take whatever shelter you can get
You aren’t afraid of darkness or dirt
You do whatever it takes, even if you’re lonely, scared, a laughing stock, intimidated,
overwhelmed, lost uncomfortable
You accept gifts of wisdom from strangers
You honour those who put their gifts of love, however small, alongside yours
You risk everything, even your life, to give it breath.
This is all it takes for love to be born.

GO FURTHER
• Sleeping with Bread: Holding What Gives You Life by Dennis Linn, Sheilah Fabricant Linn,
and Matthew Linn
• “At the End of the Day: A Mirror of Questions” from John O’Donohue (find it at:
https://tinyurl.com/donohuequestions)
• Love Beyond Reason: Moving God’s Love from Your Head to Your Heart by John Ortberg
• A Life-Shaping Prayer: 52 Meditations in the Wesleyan Spirit by Paul Wesley Chilcote
• The Ignatian Workout: Daily Exercises for a Healthy Faith by Tim Muldoon
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