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“Pruned, Removed, Bundled and Burned”
1 John 4:7-21                       John 15:1-11 April 29, 2018

In the back pasture, just visible from the ring housing 
the jumps, standards and mounting blocks, stands the burn 
pile. At least six feet in height and twice as big in width, the 
sticks, broken fence posts and innumerable branches await 
their fate: The annual bonfire. This year’s fire will be larger 
than usual because the barn has been preparing for the first 
time in years to host horse shows and the frantic cleaning, 
fixing and pruning has necessitated a huge sacrifice of dry 
limbs and debris to make way for newly built or repaired 
equipment. 

Like a move, a big party, or a major life milestone, some 
events demand preparation and that preparation inevitably 
means sorting, sifting, cleaning up and clearing out. 

My teenaged daughter started riding horses two years 
ago when we relocated from South Carolina to Virginia. 
A mix of parental guilt for moving her in high school and 
a plethora of barns in proximity finally afforded her the 
opportunity to do something she had long wanted to try. So 
now I am a “barn mom.” I’ve moved through “swim mom” 
and “soccer mom” and “drama mom” only to find myself 
painting poles, shoveling mulch (and more) and wrestling 
posts into the back of a pick-up truck, all to make ready for 
a “Hunter Schooling Horse Show.” 

I have no idea what a “Hunter Schooling Horse Show” 
is. None. But I love my daughter and she loves this barn, so 
therefore, I will haul and paint, shovel and weed to make 
ready for this significant happening in the life of this place 
that is significant to her. 

Love motivates us to do a lot we might otherwise not 
even consider.Love requires that we clean up and clear out. 
Dig deep and break a literal or emotional sweat. Love always 
entails pruning and removing and even burning those 
things that stand in the way of the new, good thing that 
we want to see come to fruition. Love means letting go of 
some of what has formerly been useful, beautiful, valuable 
and treasured.  Love means having regular bonfires. Please 
note I said, “bonfires” and not “dumpster fires.” 

There is a difference. Bonfires are intentional. They require 
permits and alerting your neighbors. They are controlled. 

They are often a cause for a big party. The fuel for these 
fires are dead limbs, things that have been communally 
considered and evaluated before dubbed fire fodder. Even 
after the match has been struck, there are designated people 
on hand to keep an eye out for errant embers, at the ready 
to stop its spread should it leap past it bounds and cause 
unintended damage. 

Bonfires, as opposed to dumpster fires, create space for 
growth and good things. And sometimes in our lives and 
in our churches, we need to have a big ol’ bonfire in order 
to prepare for the new thing God wants to do with us and 
through us.  Sometimes, in our faith communities, we need 
to discern where God is pruning, cutting back, discarding 
the old, bundling up the dried-up branches and creating a 
burn pile to make ready for the major events on the horizon.  
But here is the rub: people disagree about what needs to go 
and what should stay. 

I never let my husband know when I am donating things 
to the Habitat Resale Store because he always, always pulls 
items out of the pile. What I think has long outlived its 
usefulness, he sees as valuable. Where he sees treasures, I see 
clutter.

Multiply this dynamic by however many people are 
making the decision and add in the church factor that makes 
things vessels for the holy, all wrapped up in memories of 
family, friends and history and you get a sense of how a 
bonfire can quickly turn into a dumpster fire. 

Someone says: There are only two people attending the 
Wednesday morning Bible study we need to call it quits. 
Another responds: My grandmother started that Bible 
study.  The property committee reports: The furniture in 
the parlor is uncomfortable and falling apart.  Another says: 
It was given in honor of someone. It has a plaque on it!  A 
member of the outreach committee says: We’re exploring 
the possibility of using our building as an emergency shelter 
in the winter months.  Someone else says: I don’t think it is 
safe to have people we don’t know in such proximity to the 
pre-school.  Or how about this: We believe we are called 
to perform same-sex weddings. If the Session votes to have 
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gay weddings I will leave this congregation.  Or: Shouldn’t 
we become a sanctuary for undocumented immigrants? 
There is no way our church will be involved is such political 
matters while I am on the Session. 

Which branch is God pruning? What change is God 
demanding even from those bearing good fruit? What 
branches have died on the vine and need to go on the 
burn pile? How do we know the difference? Who gets 
to decide? These questions are far from easy and faithful 
people of good will can and do disagree. There’s more than 
one Godly response to many of the questions we debate. 
However, there are times when we make relics out of dead 
branches and worship them instead of abiding in our living 
Lord.

So, my friends, as you prepare for the next phase in 
the life of this church, what needs to go in order to make 
room for the new thing God is doing in your midst? What 
changes, even on the branches that bear fruit, must be 
endured, for even more fruit to be borne? What needs to 
get bundled up and made fuel in order for a Holy Spirit fire 
to consume this place?

Now is the time to start looking around and seeing what 
needs to be fixed and painted and what needs to be thrown 
on the truck, taken to the back of the pasture and burned. 

Get together, get to work and staring asking the question 
of each and every ministry, decision and space in this 
place: What needs to change, what must remain and what 
really needs to go? And the litmus test, when we look at 
these Scripture passages, the lens, the filter through which 
everything should be evaluated is this: What does love 
require of us?

Does this program, action, endeavor bring us closer 
to Jesus Christ or push us farther away from him? With 
whom will we abide if we make this decision?  Does it 
allow us to be second? Does it put God first? What does 
love require of us?

If the answer to that question doesn’t entail some loss, 
some discomfort, some change, some risk, we are dead on 
the vine.

Second Presbyterian has been no stranger to radical 
pruning through the years. You moved locations. You’ve 
planted what? Ten churches? You have started and 
maintained ministries that cared for the most vulnerable 
and the least of these. You have taken bold, counter-
cultural stands on issues that made some within and 
outside of these walls very uncomfortable.  And all of these 

milestones, these major events and bold decisions entailed 
clearing out, cleaning up, and having a bonfire or two along 
the way. 

That’s been good practice, because, this odd era in which 
we find ourselves, this post-modern, pluralistic, anti-
institution, polarized, fear-infused, parched world, requires 
of us a whole new level of transformation if we are to show 
forth the love and light and life of Jesus Christ. 

So, in this day and in this place and at this time in your life 
together: What does love require of us?

When the average age of a homeless person in the United 
States is 9. (http://www.opendoormission.org/about-us/
fast-facts/) What does love require of us? Where does Jesus 
abide? And what needs to be pruned, removed, bundled 
and burned in order to abide with Christ and do what love 
requires? 

When a living wage in Indiana for a family of one adult 
and two children is $26.95 an hour. And the average hourly 
wage for a cashier in this state is $8.57. (http://livingwage.
mit.edu/states/18) (www.payscale.com/research/US/
State=Indiana/Hourly_Rate) What does love require of us? 
Where does Jesus abide? What must be pruned, removed, 
bundled and burned in order for us to go where Jesus goes 
and do what his love requires?

“When more than a third of college students don’t 
always have enough to eat and they lack stable housing…36 
percent of college students say they are food insecure. 
Another 36 percent say they are housing insecure, while 
9 percent report being homeless…The 2018 numbers are 
even higher when broken out to include only community 
college students.” (https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-
way/2018/04/03/599197919/hunger-and-homelessness-
are-widespread-among-college-students-study-finds) What 
does love require of us?  What must be pruned, removed, 
bundled and burned for us to follow Jesus and bear good 
fruit that can be shared? 

 When Suicide among white males aged 85 and older 
(65.3 deaths per 100,000 persons) is nearly six times the 
suicide rate (10.8 per 100,000) in the U.S. (http://www.
mentalhealthamerica.net/conditions/depression-older-
adults-more-facts.) What does love require of us? Where 
must we go to be close to Jesus?

When 47% of people over 55 with cancer go to their 
doctor’s appointments alone. (Barna, 2016)  What does love 
require of us?
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When One-third of millennials seldom or never go to 
church? (http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-
study/generational-cohort/younger-millennial/)  
What does love require of us?

When you look around this sanctuary, or around your 
dinner table or around your neighborhood: What does love 
require of You? Where does Jesus abide? What has to be 
pruned, removed, bundled and burned in order for You to 
Follow Jesus, bear good fruit, share his mercy, compassion 
and care?

There is much good fruit being borne in this place. Your 
past is worth lauding, your present worth celebrating and 
yet God has even bigger plans for your future and that 
means there will be pruning. You will be called upon to 
put some heretofore precious things on the burn pile to 
make room for the new, good, God thing on the horizon. 
You will discover that love will motivate you to do things 
you could never have imagined, things that will surprise 
you with joy.

So, my advice to you? Get ready to gather around a 
spectacular bonfire. Start planning a party, get out the 
marshmellows, prepare to tell stories, sing songs, mourn 
the loss of things you may have really loved, but give 
thanks for all that God has done to get you to this point 
and celebrate that the flames of the Holy Spirit are surely 
blowing through this place to enliven and illumine you, to 
draw people to you and to light your path as you are sent 
out into the world, abiding so close to the vine that when 
others see you they see Jesus Christ and then our joy will 
be complete. 


