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2-May-2021 
Abiding 

Rev. Brian Lennstrom 
 
 
“Abide” is a funny little word, isn’t it?  You don’t run across it that much.  The first funny thing is—
what’s the past tense of abide?  Abode?  Abided?  That sounds like what a parent of a toddler 
might say—“That boy just abided me on the arm.” 
 
The second funny thing is—what does it mean?  It’s a miracle that anyone who doesn’t know 
English ever has the patience to learn it, and the word “abide” is one good example.  It can mean 
“tolerate,” such as “I just can’t abide people who don’t wear masks in Safeway.”  It can also mean 
“conform to,” like “Although your house rules are arbitrary and oppressive, Mom and Dad, I will 
abide by them.”  And it can also mean “continue in a place” to “remain stable.” 
 
Three different meanings in one word!  It’s confusing. 
 
And there is no separate word in Greek for “abide”—there’s just one word that is translated 
sometimes as “abide” and sometimes as “remain.”   
 
It is one of John’s special words.  For Paul, the equivalent phrase is “in Christ,” which he uses over 
and over.  But John doesn’t use “in Christ,” he uses, “abide.”  “The man on whom [John the 
Baptist] would see the Spirit come down and remain on—” would be the one he should baptize.  
Jesus says, “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me” (Jn 3:36).  “I will remain in 
the world no longer, but the disciples are still in the world” (Jn 17:11). 
 
And today’s passage is the center of Abiding.  “Abide in me as I abide in you.  Just as the branch 
cannot bear fruit unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me.” 
 
Jesus is preparing his disciples not so much for his death as for his absence.  They don’t realize it 
yet, but he will soon no longer be present with them in the flesh.  And because the gospel of John 
is one of the last books of the New Testament to be written, the Holy Spirit inspired it in part to 
prepare the church for the end of the apostolic age, the age of miracles, of wonder, of people who 
still remembered hearing Jesus teach or do his healings.  In a few years, all those people would be 
gone, and the church would—as it were—get on with the rest of its life. 
 
In other words, these chapters in the book of John—chapters 13 through 17, often called the 
“Upper Room Discourse”—these chapters are chapters for change.  The changes the disciples 
would go through.  The changes that the church would go through.  Even the changes in how the 
Father and the Son related to one another. 
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This is truly a season of change for Christ Church.  First of all, of course, COVID has been a war for 
the world, with significant casualties and a significant jolt to our collective emotional life.  It has 
made us change—almost no physical interaction outside our households; masks; and the 
realization that there is a very significant element in this country that is afraid that by “abiding” by 
government or by public health recommendations and mandates, they will lose important parts of 
their freedom.   
 
We have members who were, to a greater or lesser degree, involved with the worship and 
ministry of our church whom we have not seen in worship for over a year.  Our priests have not 
distributed the body and blood of Christ in the eucharist for over a year.  We haven’t joined our 
voices in song—equally pleasing to God and equally off-key—in over a year. 
 
And there will be no going back to the way it was. 
 
This is truly a season of change for Christ Church.  We have a new group going through the 
discernment process and the potential for new members for our Ministry Support Circle.  Our 
leadership is changing; our finances are changing; how we use our properties and our buildings 
might well change. 
 
Our world has changed.  We start each service with an admission that our relations with our tribal 
brothers and sisters has been a little shameful.  New programs from our nation’s leaders are 
showing that we might be taking climate change more seriously—and that change will have 
profound ripple effects on our day-to-day lives.  Police officers are now being held a little more 
accountable for excessive and misplaced violence. 
 
“Your lives will change” is the underlying message from Jesus to his disciples in the Upper Room 
discourse.  It is not a message that we really want to hear.  Especially for us older folks.  My dad 
ate Grape Nuts for twenty years, and in a cataclysmic shifting similar to the clash between This Age 
and the Age to Come, one day he shifted to Raisin Bran.  And he ate that for the next twenty years. 
 
Not only is it a time of change, but change itself is changing.  When you think about it, you make a 
change because you get new information, or you’re finally willing to make a different decision 
based on new information you got a while ago.  Someone told my dad that Raisin Bran was pretty 
tasty.  That was new information.  Then eventually he drummed up his courage, poured a bowl, 
and was converted.  New information made for new decisions. 
 
And we get new information at a rate enormously different from when we were children.  Thanks 
to the internet we can get huge amounts of information, information on the most obscure topics, 
opinions on any subject of controversy held by people all over the world, opinions held by people 
who really don’t have any right to have an opinion on whatever subject, people who have opinions 
that they use to comment about other people’s opinions. 
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If people like visiting our church, they can read biographies of our leaders, can read sermons 
online, can watch worship services, can instantly find out about meetings.  If they don’t like visint 
our church, they can research another one instantly. 
 
There’s a field that studies change, and it’s called Change Management.  That shows that change is 
just one more thing in this world that we need to manage.  Like our online passwords.  Like our 
checking accounts.  Like our family zoom meetings. 
 
And there’s a saying in Change Management that goes, it’s not the change that is difficult, it’s the 
transition.  For example, the difficult part is not that today the couch is over here, while yesterday, 
it was over there.  That’s the easy part.  The difficult part is moving the couch from over there to over 
here.  As we read in the book of Acts, the early church did okay after Jesus ascended into heaven.  Leaders 
led.  Preachers preached.  Healers healed.  The church grew.  The painful part was the transition, from the 
resurrection to the ascension to Pentecost. At the ascension, as Jesus goes into heaven, the disciples just 

stand there and watch.  It’s too painful to do anything else.  It was the transition that was so difficult.  
Finally God had to send two angels who said, “Why are you still looking up at the sky?  Jesus will come 
back.” 
 
The message of the angels is essentially the message of Jesus in the Upper Room discourse.  “Abide in me.”   
 
So what does this little phrase “Abide in me” mean?  Let’s step back five centuries and listen to Martin 
Luther.  He writes, “…the one Christ enters into so many hearts through the voice, and that each person 
who hears the sermon and accepts it takes the whole Christ into his heart.”1  To hear a sermon and to 
accept it as it truly is, namely, the Word of God preached, is to take Christ into your heart.  It is faith that 
God wishes to awaken in us when we hear a sermon.  He wants his promise to live in our faith, just as a 
parent wants their child to grow and experiment and love and be loved, to live.  And while children grow 
with food and milk and exercise and study, our faith grows in only one way: as Jesus says, we live not by 
bread but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. 
 
Take the whole Christ into your heart. 
 
And what happens then?  According to Luther, when we take Christ into our heart, we had better move 
over.  “Christ therefore thus joined and united unto me and abiding in me, lives this 
life in me which I now live. Wherefore Christ and I in this behalf are both one. Now Christ living 
in me abolishes the law, condemns sin, and destroys death.” 
 
Last week the gospel reading was the parable of the Good Shepherd.  In that parable, too, Christ is the one 
in charge.  Christ is the boss.  Although sheep have a poor reputation, according to the internet, “they are 
actually surprisingly intelligent.  They build friendships, stick up for one another in fights, and feel sad when 
their friends are sent to slaughter.”  One study found that they can recognize and remember at least 50 
individual faces for more than 2 years.  That’s way better than I can do. 
 
On the other hand, “they are also one of the most destructive creatures on the planet….  Our use of them is 
contributing to the destruction of forests and to climate change, and causing a shortage of fresh water.”  

 
1 The Sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ—Against the Fanatics (1526). 
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And despite their reputation for submissiveness, sheep are notorious for wandering off.  If one finds a small 
hole in a fence, pretty soon every one of them has squeezed through that same hole. 
 
We can wander off even from the good shepherd and get into mischief.  Sheep are not a perfect metaphor 
for discipleship. 
 
But things are different with the branch and the vine.  The branch and the vine share one living thing.  It’s a 
closer existence than shepherd and sheep. Move over, for he lives your life with you.  Move over, for the 
power that surges through him, surges through you.  Move over, for those pruners he uses are sharp, and 
they will trim away the wood that was once a shoot but which turn woody over the winter.  He will prune 
us individually and he will prune us as a church, trimming away what has become hard over the winter of 
the pandemic, hard over the winter of our discontent, and hard over the winter of our loneliness. 
 
Move over, for Christ and you are both one.  That whistling you hear is the sound of the gardener, cheerily 
pruning the plants he loves, he’s sure that the plants that he prunes will be sure will flourish, the plants that 
will produce in time a crop he will be proud of.  If the vine could speak, it would say, “Ouch!  That clipping 
hurts!”  But the gardener knows what he’s doing.  He is cultivating a crop.  A crop ready for the grocer, to 
feed the world.  A crop ready for the birds to disperse the grapes far and wide, for more grapes.  A crop 
ready for the vintner.   
 
You know, a little Cabernet Sauvignon never hurt anyone.   
 
Let’s close with one last quote from Martin Luther: “because Christ lives in me, therefore look what grace, 
righteousness, peace, life, and salvation is in me; it is His… and is mine also….  by that inseparable union… 
which is through faith.” 
 
So move over—as the prophet Bob Dylan said, “The times, they are a’changing.” 


