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I need your help this morning. What makes for a good sermon? Now, I realize that I should have 

asked all of you nearly 4 years ago, but it doesn’t hurt to ask now. Each of you probably has a 

different response to that question, which makes the art of preaching difficult at times, but I think 

all sermons can speak to each of us and probably in different ways. What makes a sermon 

successful? Is it giving you good, solid Biblical teaching? Do you come to hear words of comfort, 

hope, or challenge? Do you hope to cry or laugh or both? When I first started preaching on a 

regular basis when I was in seminary, I tried to add the most deep and interesting theological 

information that I could. I wanted to show off my academic training. Then, I realized that I didn’t 

need to say everything I could about that one passage of Scripture, I just needed to say 

something relevant. 

 

Yet at times I determine success by the reaction I receive through maybe your laughter, even 

though I’m not a standup comic, or maybe through your eye contact or maybe through your 

comments at the end of worship. I wonder again, what makes a sermon successful? It’s 

something I have been wrestling with for a long time and a question we asked during seminary, 

but I wonder if we’re asking the wrong question. Is it success that we’re seeking or something 

else? 

 

“If you Google “success” you are going to find lots and lots of websites telling you 10 ways to 

guarantee success, or quotes about success, or things successful people do or don’t do, say or 

don’t say. Have you ever looked up the meaning of the word "success" in a dictionary? My 

favorite is from the Oxford Dictionary which says success is "the accomplishment of an aim or 

purpose". Simple right? Perhaps we are using the wrong definition to start with? Is success the 

gain of wealth, power, influence, friends or love? Or is it simply the accomplishment of an aim or 

purpose? Which leads to the wonderful question of what is your aim or purpose, and is your aim 

or purpose bigger than what you can accomplish on your own?”[1] 

 

Sure, I think we can seek to be our best in our work or family or personal life. There’s nothing 

wrong with that, but what if our aim or purpose as Christians is different and goes deeper, into 

the soul level? Jesus never called us to be successful, but he did call us be fruitful. Maybe I 

should ask of my preaching not if it’s successful, but if it’s fruitful. Maybe the best question to ask 

is “Will this sermon bear fruit?” We should ask that same question of our lives. Jesus did say 

according to John, “This is to my Father’s glory (not our glory), that you bear much fruit, showing 

yourselves to be my disciples.” You are to be fruitful people! 

 

I knew a pastor once who would always say that he, as pastor, was a “fruit inspector.” If you 

weren’t bearing fruit, then you weren’t being a good disciple. At first I thought that was kind of 

clever, then I realized that it was actually quite judgmental toward his congregation. If you 

weren’t being fruitful, in the way he defined it, then as a “fruit inspector” he would be able to 

call you out. I guess my vision of a pastor is different than that. I believe we walk together, 

mutually encouraging each other to love deeper, to show even greater grace, and to discover 
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what God is continually calling us to do and how to live in our world. I would change that 

description my pastor colleague used to say that maybe we’re called to be “fruit sharers,” 

where we travel on the journey of faith together discovering fruit along the way. 

 

Are we seeking success or fruit? We live in a society that idolizes success. It’s all about me and 

my success, which puts us in a place of fear. What if we don’t succeed? What if I fail? We fear 

failure and our own weaknesses. How much of our constant state of anxiety is derived from our 

attempts to put on a front and hide our inabilities, our selfishness, our weaknesses, and our 

ignorance in order to appear perfect? The Gospel teaches us that we are only formed in Christ 

when we die to those things, what we might call our old or false selves so that we can be born 

anew in Christ, to our true selves in God. 

 

In early March, I was honored to present two Lenten presentations at the Franciscan Spirituality 

Center in Oldenburg, Indiana. The Sisters of Saint Francis invited me to share about the life and 

spirituality of Henri Nouwen, who I quote to all of you nearly every sermon, and Saint Oscar 

Romero. Both of these holy men have had a profound impact on my life and my spiritual 

journey. Fr Henri Nouwen especially since college has taught me how to be a pastor, a prayerful 

person, and a better Christian. He has also challenged me to rethink how I define success and 

fruit. Henri once preached these words: 

 

“We want to see success, even the success we call service and ministry. We want to see some 

cures. We want to see some changes. We want to see some products. We want to see 

something new happening because of us. But Jesus never asked us to be productive (or 

successful). Jesus asked us to be fruitful. And fruit comes out of broken ground. When we 

become vulnerable, broken, naked, disarmed, we can trust that fruit will be born. Even when 

you or I won’t see it, or know about it. Even when you or I might say ‘my life is a failure.’ When we 

live our lives in love, we can trust that it will bear fruit in our lives, or later. And those people 

whom we remember still as signs of hope like Saint Francis, or Dorothy Day, or Oscar Romero 

were weak people who were in love, and trusted that their life would bear fruit.” 

 

We want to see success, which is usually defined by us, our success, my success, but God’s calls 

us to bear fruit, to be faithful in our calling and reclaim our identity as children of God. How do 

we do that? We stay connected to Christ. Isn’t that the whole point of the Gospel of John? This 

Gospel was written that we might come to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the son of the living 

God and by believing we might have life in him. To have life in Christ is to be connected to the 

true vine, the root of God, the source of life and breath and being. 

 

There are few places in the Gospels where Jesus refers to a vine or vineyard. In the Gospel of 

Mark Jesus shares the parable of the vineyard, which is a story about violence and greed, but 

the story in John is different. It’s an image of fruitfulness, connection, and love. We know from the 

very start of this reading that Jesus is the “true vine.” It’s a common theme in John where the 

words “true” or “truth” are used 35 times in the Gospel. Jesus says twice that he is the “vine,” the 

true connector to God. 

 

First, we know that Jesus is the vine, connecting us to the fullness of God and second, we learn 

that we are the branches. These words are intended not as a command or judgment, but as an 



invitation, summons, and promise.[2] The promise is a two-fold repetition: apart from Jesus you 

can do nothing or put another way, you won’t bear fruit. You might be successful, but not 

fruitful. 

 

On Monday and Tuesday this week, I had the chance to attend a clergy gathering at St Luke’s 

for clergy across the Indiana Conference. Our keynote speaker was the spiritual author Ruth 

Haley Barton who was excellent. She reminded the pastors that it is possible to gain the whole 

world and lose your soul, or put in another way, it is possible to have great success in ministry and 

lose your soul, your connection to God. Rarely do pastors enter ministry wanting to be just fruitful, 

they (we) want to be successful. To be successful often makes ministry about me, my ability, my 

work, my desire, rather than living into God’s call and mission for my life. It’s true for the church 

world too. We try new ministry and outreach events, we start a new mission project and we want 

to be successful rather than fruitful. If we’re honest, isn’t it true for every aspect of life? We all live 

our faith lives and enter careers and live lives where we desire success not always fruit. It’s so 

easy to get caught up in the performance based treadmill, where our egos, our competitive 

nature, our comparison of our faith lives with others’ lives drive us rather than living from the 

place of deep roots in Jesus Christ. 

 

It reminds me a story we read last week in our weekly Re:Confirm class that I was teaching. We 

read about three disciples and their experiences with Jesus. Peter, Thomas, and John were all 

called by Jesus to follow. They all had their own desires and egos to compete with. This was 

especially true of the Sons of Zebedee, James and John, who had the audacity to ask Jesus to 

allow them to sit at his right and left in glory. Essentially they are asking for Jesus to give them 

places of glory, honor, and power. We’re they seeking success or fruit? 

 

To stay connected to the true vine of Jesus is to worship, pray, read and receive Scripture into 

one’s life, be giving, and to serve. Yes to all of those things, but it goes deeper than that. We are 

called to do all of that with love. When we live in love we might not be successful in the world’s 

eyes, but we will be fruitful, because being connected to the true vine, which is love, bears 

much fruit in and through us. John continues this image in Chapter 15 by writing, “9 “As the 

Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10 If you keep my 

commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in 

his love. 11 I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be 

complete. 12 My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. (Skipping ahead to verse 

16) You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you might go and bear 

fruit—fruit that will last—and so that whatever you ask in my name the Father will give you. 17 This 

is my command: Love each other.” 

 

From John, we learn that Jesus is the vine and we are the branches connected to him. Finally, at 

the beginning of this reading we learn that God is the vine grower, the gardener of sorts, who 

does the pruning and the growing. It all goes back to us offering what we can and what we 

have and allowing God, giving God the space to watch it grow. It’s all about one thing, which is 

what Jesus said, “It’s all to God’s glory, that you bear much fruit.” It’s all about God. 

 

Let me share Fr. Henri again, “We belong to a generation that wants to see the results of our 

work. We want to be productive and see with our own eyes what we have made. But that is not 
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the way of God’s Kingdom. Often our witness for God does not lead to tangible results. Jesus 

himself died as a failure on a cross. There was no success there to be proud of. Still, the 

fruitfulness of Jesus’ life is beyond any human measure. As faithful witnesses of Jesus we have to 

trust that our lives too will be fruitful, even though we cannot see their fruit. The fruit of our lives 

may be visible only to those who live after us. What is important is how well we love. God will 

make our love fruitful, whether we see that fruitfulness or not.” 

 

I heard a story of a pastor who preached on Sunday, but didn’t prepare well the week before. 

The preacher knew it and said he felt like it was the worst sermon he ever preached. He didn’t 

spend enough time with the Scripture text and the commentaries, but simply offered it up to 

God. The pastor still felt like it was the worst sermon ever given until later that week, when a 

guest who was in the congregation that morning came to the church to meet that preacher. 

The person came that Sunday while struggling with depression and even had suicidal thoughts 

and he heard the message of Jesus’ love and grace for his life. It was the reminder he needed in 

that moment of his life. Was that the worst sermon ever preached? Was that sermon successful 

or fruitful? 

 

It makes me wonder now about this morning. Was this a successful or fruitful sermon? Maybe I 

shouldn’t ask that question if I don’t want to know the answer. Instead, I should ask, “Will it bear 

fruit?” even though I may never know. Isn’t that the same exact question we can ask of our 

lives? Are we bearing fruit? Are we connected to the True Vine of Jesus? Are we living in love? 

When we begin realize that when we simply take what we have and we offer it to God, we’re 

being faithful, bearing fruit. We are invited to stay connected to the true vine, remembering that 

Jesus is the vine, we are the branches, and God is the one who can bring something beautiful 

out of all we offer. 

 

Let us remind each other that what brings us true joy is being connected to the “true vine” of 

Jesus, giving God the freedom to become the gardener who will plant, water, and watch us 

grow in Christ. Let us encourage each other to be the branches that God has called us to be, 

not seeking success, but fruit, being fruit sharers in this journey of faith. 

 

Let us pray: 

Lord of the one true Vine, in you we live and move and have our being. You have invited us to 

remain connected to the True Vine of Jesus the Christ.  

We are your branches, strong in Christ; feed us, equip us and, having provided for us, 

look to a different harvest—a fruitfulness of lives in service to you 

and others. 

God of harvest, feed us, prune us, harvest us, that our lives might bring glory to you. 

We ask this in the name of the True Vine, Jesus the Christ, our Lord. Amen.  
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