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Jesus says that he is the vine and we are the branches. That is a very comforting 

message, so far so good. Jesus then suggests that our Father in heaven should be likened 

to a gardener who prunes us so that we will bear more fruit. Uh, what a minute, this is an 

unsettling metaphor. I mean, think about it! Pruning is a violent action. Pruning, after all, 

involves taking a knife, a clipper or a saw to a plant, sometimes cutting it down without 

killing it, so that the plant may grow to greater splendor. This is an uncomfortable 

analogy for the spirit life because, well, pruning can hurt. Who here wants to be pruned, 

raise your hand?  

 

Most people are uncomfortable with this image of pruning in the spirit life. In fact 

many versions of Christianity only want to present a comfortable image of Jesus, a feel 

good Jesus, a sola fide Jesus, an “only faith is sufficient Jesus”, a “no work is required of 

us Jesus”, a Jesus that does not expect anything from us. 

 

This is not the Jesus we get in the Gospel reading today. No. Jesus here is the vine 

we are the branches. Now, expect to get pruned. That’s the message. Expect trials and 

tribulations. Expect hardships that will test our faith. And, we can understand why we 

have to deal with hard times. Hard times help us grow. It can be difficult to measure a 

person’s character during the good times. During the bad times, however, a person’s 

quality is more easily discernable.  

 

And we have a great example of this in our first reading from the Acts of the 

Apostles. Here we have the continuation of the story of Saul’s conversion. Before he 

converted to Christianity remember, he was a great persecutor of Christians. The Lord 

appeared to him on the road to Damascus and asked him “Why do you persecute me?” 

Saul fell to the ground blind. For three days he was unable to see, and he neither ate nor 

drank. Finally he was taken to a disciple of Jesus and he was healed. This story is an 

example of spiritual pruning. The Lord pruned this man so he could make the spiritual 

transformation from Saul into St. Paul. In our first reading today, we see him proclaiming 

the Gospel of Jesus Christ in Jerusalem at great personal risk not too long after his 

conversion.  

 

Now, gardeners tell me that there are four related reasons why we would prune a 

plant. First, appropriate pruning can promote plant health. Getting rid of dead branches or 

branches infected with disease can promote the health of the entire plant. Secondly, 

pruning can help maintain a plant so that it will fit appropriately in the landscape of a 

garden. Thirdly, a gardener may prune a plant just to improve that plant’s appearance. 

And finally, pruning can help protect the wellbeing of other plants or even people, if 

there is a safety or property concern.  

 

I imagine that God can become motivated at times to prune our souls for similar 

reasons. God may prune us so to promote our overall spiritual health. God may also 
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prune us so that the dead or diseased areas of our souls are removed, such as in the 

Sacrament of Reconciliation. God may also prune us at times so that our spiritual 

appearance and belief systems fit better in the landscape of the Church. God may prune 

us just to improve our overall wellbeing. God may also prune us for the wellbeing of the 

other people around us. 

 

My friends, most of us can remember a time when we were spiritually pruned. If 

we allowed God’s hands to work during the painful times, we should be able to recognize 

the fruits of these pruning moments. If a young priest didn’t experience the horrors of 

Nazism and Communism, one wonders if he would have grown into Pope John Paul II? If 

young sister hadn’t come face to face with the horrors of poverty in the streets of 

Calcutta, would she have grown into Mother Teresa? This isn’t to say God wills evil to 

exist in our lives. He sure allows it though. He allows us to experience evil so that greater 

good may come of it, to help us on our road to salvation, to the heavenly banquet 

prepared for us. My friends, can you identify the pruning moments in your life and 

identify how God used these moments to help you grow into the person you are today?  

 

As mother’s day approaches, I think it is important to recognize the sacrifices our 

mothers have made for us. A mother having a child is a sacrificial event. My mother 

made many sacrifices, including holding a full time job, so to help provide for us. My 

parents made the decision to be good examples to us kids, to go to Church on Sunday, 

encouraged me and at times disciplined me. When I heard the Lord’s call as a young 

adult, they supported me when I shared with them my desire to go to seminary. I wonder 

if I would have made it to seminary if I didn’t have their support. Of course, I 

experienced many, many pruning moments while I went through seminary and 

throughout my priesthood. These moments helped form me into who I am today. I am 

sure you have similar stories that you can think about or share with family members as 

you drive home today. Take time this week to pray and to consider: the quality of our 

character today is due in large part to the pruning experiences throughout our lives or 

lack thereof. If we asked the Lord to take his pruning shears and to get busy with our 

souls, where would you like him to start? That is an interesting question to ask in our 

prayer life.   

 

Of course, when we are in the midst of the pruning, the fruits of our suffering are 

almost impossible for us to see sometimes. When we look back from heaven however, we 

will be grateful for the skillful hands of the Gardener. After all, the fruit of His handiwork 

is our salvation. 

 

      


