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First Reading   Acts 9:26-31
When Saul arrived in Jerusalem he tried to join the disciples,
but they were all afraid of him,
not believing that he was a disciple.
Then Barnabas took charge of him and brought him to the apostles,
and he reported to them how he had seen the Lord,
and that he had spoken to him,
and how in Damascus he had spoken out boldly in the name of Jesus.
He moved about freely with them in Jerusalem,
and spoke out boldly in the name of the Lord.
He also spoke and debated with the Hellenists,
but they tried to kill him.
And when the brothers learned of this,
they took him down to Caesarea
and sent him on his way to Tarsus.

The church throughout all Judea, Galilee, and Samaria was at peace.
It was being built up and walked in the fear of the Lord,
and with the consolation of the Holy Spirit it grew in numbers. 
Gospel   Mk 11:1-10

Jesus said to his disciples:
"I am the true vine, and my Father is the vine grower.
He takes away every branch in me that does not bear fruit,
and every one that does he prunes so that it bears more fruit.
You are already pruned because of the word that I spoke to you.
Remain in me, as I remain in you.
Just as a branch cannot bear fruit on its own
unless it remains on the vine,
so neither can you unless you remain in me.
I am the vine, you are the branches.
Whoever remains in me and I in him will bear much fruit,
because without me you can do nothing.
Anyone who does not remain in me
will be thrown out like a branch and wither;
people will gather them and throw them into a fire
and they will be burned.
If you remain in me and my words remain in you,
ask for whatever you want and it will be done for you.
By this is my Father glorified,
that you bear much fruit and become my disciples."

Homily
I Bonsai
I love this first reading from the Acts of the Apostles, in part because it's got a good ending. It's a story with a good ending. As Father said, this was written after Paul had been struck to the ground, he was blind for some time, recovered his sight, and was then preaching in the name of Jesus. Then he goes to Jerusalem to meet with the disciples, and of course they're afraid of him. He's the one who has been trying to kill them, has been killing them. He's largely responsible for Stephen's death. 
But Barnabas vouched for him. And here's what he did; he didn't just say, “He's alright, trust me.” What he did was cited, to the apostles, the fruits of Paul's works. That's what he was telling them. He said to the apostles twice, “He's been preaching in the name of the Lord Jesus.” He cited the fruits of Paul, and that is why the disciples accepted him because they recognized those fruits as good fruits. They brought him in. He started preaching in Jerusalem – now, they want to kill him. So, the very people who were persecuted by Paul are now protecting him, and they sent him up to a safer place. 
This metaphor that Jesus uses, ‘pruning the grapevine’, so the grape branches will bear more fruit, that's about God allowing desolations and traumas and all manner of bad things in our lives in the name of corrective training, strength and faith building. I don't grow grapes, but I used to grow bonsai trees. You know, little trees you put in a pot; they have a similar need. You have to prune them. There's another thing you have to do to [bonsai trees] as well; you take a copper wire and spiral it around the main trunk, and that goes down the branch. And then you can train that branch and push it in whatever shape, whatever position, whatever posture you want it to be. And it's like pruning. It's kind of stressful to the plant. Also, you have to transplant it occasionally. Very, very difficult. Very hard on the roots. Traumatic, but it has to be done. All of these things [are done] in the name of taking this little tiny tree and allowing it to live [to] its fullest potential so that it's, one day – in say, ten years – a beautiful work of art that looks like a 150 year old tree. That's what training and pruning and transplanting does. 
And oftentimes in our lives, we see this training, this pruning as painful things, as bad things. And it is this that causes so many people to say, to ask, “If there's a good God, why would he allow these bad things to happen?” There are people who leave the church because they can't answer that question to their satisfaction. All I know about that is this: God created the sun, and in the morning when the sun wakes up, it doesn't say who deserves to receive my warmth. It just shines, on the just as well as the unjust. And when the sun says, “I'm going to bake the earth, I'm going to bake the crops,” it bakes the crops, in a drought, on the just as well as the unjust. 
And God created the rain. The rain doesn't ask, “Who deserves to receive my nourishing waters?” It just rains on the crops of the just as well as the unjust. And when the rain floods, it doesn't say, “Who deserves to have their crops flooded out. It rains too much on the crops of the just as well as the unjust. This lesson of defending, this is kind of apologetics. It's defending why God allows these disruptive and sometimes very unpleasant things to happen in our lives, it's not the whole story. There's another part of the gospel that I don't want us to forget about; it's easy when we think about this pruning. 
Yes. Sure. We're being pruned. We think about that every time it happens, [because] it's so acute. But in all of that, don't forget we're still attached to the vine. We're still attached. That's a cause for joy, to know that we are not one of the branches that was removed. So as long as we're connected to the vine, as long as this branch is connected to the vine, really, who cares that we're being pruned a little bit? We are in Jesus, and Jesus in is in us. And this is a lesson of how much God loves us. God has judged us worthy to prune because he knows of the fruit that we're capable of. And what that means, as Father alluded to about the second reading today, is it means good works. That's what our fruit is. 
Now, I don't create or earn my salvation by doing good works. Good works are opportunities; they're graces that God gives us. So when we do good works, it's not us. It's God giving us the graces to even have the opportunity to do those good works. God says this, “I tilled and fertilized the soil. I pruned the branches. I irrigated the furrows. Now you go out and produce fruit.” And if we don't, guess what? We get pruned again, maybe even cut off from the vine. If, like Saint Paul, we find ourselves separated from the vine, as many do – they turn away from God, choosing a sinful life, sinful ways – not all hope is lost. God's graces of mercy never stop flowing. If, by God's grace, we're able to see our errors, the errors of our ways, and repent and accept God's mercy, which is always present, before it's too late, then he can take that branch that is separated and graft it back on.
That's what he did with Paul. You look at Paul and you [ask,] well, where does he fit in this metaphor of pruning the branches? Paul was never part of the vine to begin with. I have an apple tree in my backyard. It grows four different kinds of apples. And the reason it does that is because when it was little, someone grafted some branches from a different kind of trees onto it. That's what God did with Paul. And that mercy is always available to us. We don't want to be a branch completely cut off from the vine, but all hope is not lost when that does happen. God is, after all, a master gardener. He desires nothing more than for us to be the branches on that vine for all eternity. And that's the vine that doesn't actually need pruning ever again. Those branches are as pure and as holy as is the vine. And my prayer for all of us today is that we will come to know just how much God loves us because we're still connected to the Vine. And if only we could see ourselves as God sees us, we would hand him the pruning shears and say, “Here, prune away. Make me holy as you are holy.”
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