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 “I am the vine; you are the branches. 

Those who abide in me and I in them bear 
much fruit.” 

That is our goal as Christians, to be 
connected to Jesus, because when we are 
connected to Jesus, we have life. When we 
are connected to Jesus we heal, we are 
forgiven, we are renewed, we grow and we 
produce fruit. We connect because it benefits 

us — it gives us life. But we also connect because connecting benefits others 
as well.  

The season of Lent — the 6 weeks that lead up to Easter — is 
traditionally a time to deepen our faith and to consciously reconnect. Some 
people give things up for Lent to ‘clear out the clutter’ and to remind ourselves 
of who is Lord — not Facebook, not coffee, not alcohol — but Jesus. Often 
instead of giving something up people add something, like committing to 
prayer or reading the Bible again with the same aim of connecting to our life 
source.  

The image of a vine and a branch is the way that Jesus helped those 
listening to understand how important 
being connected to him is. I also like the 
illustration of the wifi signal that Petra 
gave to us during the children’s time.  

Depending on where you are, the 
wi-fi signal or the cell signal is always there but you still have to tap into that 
signal. If your phone is on airplane mode or just plain off, you are totally 
blocked from receiving and sending. You can’t check the weather, you can’t 
text and say ‘I’m going to be an hour late,’ you can’t check your twitter feed or 
see what your friends are up to on Facebook, you can’t play Minesweeper or 
Candy Crush — you are condemned to a horrible and seemingly endless 
period of boredom and antsy-ness. I might have a hard time convincing some 
of you of the horrors of not being connected to the internet, but I know some 
of you are getting the sweats just thinking about it!   

Do you remember when Jesus said: “We cannot live by bread alone but 
by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” (Matthew 4:4)? Jesus 
was saying that as important as food is to our body to fuel us and give us 



energy, we also need to connect to God to fuel us and give us life. Without 
food you may survive for a couple of months, but eventually you will go into 
starvation mode where systems and organs begin shutting down until you 
eventually die. 

In the same way Jesus says that if we are not connected to God, we will 
also wither and die. I know that this seems a little dramatic and perhaps 
overblown. We certainly get how not eating can kill us ... but not connecting? I 
think there is a lot we don’t understand about the incredible value and 
importance of connecting. Brené Brown, who I’ve mentioned before, is a 

researcher and professor in the U.S. She, along with the 
former Surgeon General and Harvard professor Dr. Vivek 
Murthy, found that loneliness is a better 
predictor of early death than obesity, and 
that it has the same negative effect on our 
health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day. Dr. 
Murthy was not expecting this. He now 

realizes that loneliness is the most common illness he 
sees. Loneliness — not being connected — kills. 

I believe that loneliness is not just a lack of 
connection to people, but also a deep emptiness that comes from not having a 
connection to the One who created us. In many ways I believe that our 
horizontal connections with people are inter-linked with our vertical connection 
with God. This morning I want to focus a little more on our connection with 
God.  

So how do we connect? Someone recently said to me that the 
responsibility to connect with God is 100% God’s responsibility and 100% our 
responsibility. God is always sending out the signal, but we have to plug in. In 
a world filled with busyness and distractions and worries it is so easy not to 
connect.  

One of the ways we plug in is by coming to church on Sundays. It really 
is important to make a commitment to come together and worship and be 
renewed. Sometimes we give Sunday too much choice. Like “I’ll come to 
church if I wake up and feel like coming to church.” Now I know that for some 
who are elderly and struggle with health or mobility it really is hard to get to 
church — especially given the very hard and long winter we’ve had. That is 
totally understandable. But when we have a choice, too often we choose 
indulging our laziness over nourishing our souls. 

Another way to plug in is through a daily devotion. I know I sound like a 
broken record on this one, but it really is important to have a time every day 
when you consciously connect to God. There are devotion books you can use 
that give you a daily reading. If that doesn’t float your boat, there are computer 
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websites or apps that can help you. One that I’m fond of is called Pray-as-you-
go. https://pray-as-you-go.org/player/prayer/2019-03-22. Each day they 
have music, scripture and a mini guided meditation on the day’s scripture 
reading. You could also do your own thing and start with a simple prayer, read 
something from your Bible and then listen to what God is saying to you 
through that reading. 

I know I tell you this often but I tell you because it has made a big 
difference to me and in my life. I am quite sure I would not be still in ministry if 
I was not doing a daily devotion. It can be a stressful job and I am always 
tempted to try to push and push and use my own strength. But that doesn’t 
work. When I try to do my work on my own steam, I get fried.  

It’s a bit like putting a large sheet on the 
clothes line. (Not that many people do that 
anymore!) If you just put two pegs in at either end it 
won’t hold the sheet up well, and the slightest 
breeze will send it to the ground. If you put one more 
peg in the middle that will help, but if you put several 
more pegs it will help a lot and it will stay up even in 
a strong wind.  

The more you connect, the more you will find 
yourself connecting throughout the day. As you do, 
the joys of life become more beautiful and the 
struggles of life become more manageable. And you 
will find yourself living not just for yourself but for 

others as well. You will begin to produce fruit.  
Jackie Pullinger was a missionary to one of the worst places on earth in 

the 60’s, 70’s and 80’s. She went to Hong Kong 
and felt called to work within the Kowloon Walled 
City.  
This was a section of Hong Kong that held about 
50,000 

people within a 6-acre space of 
incredibly densely-built apartments 
with no electricity or running water. I 
want you to think about that. Some 
would steal electricity from outside 
the city with extension cords, but 
you can’t really steal water. The 
alleyways were so dense that the 
sun almost never penetrated the 
inside. It was a lawless space; the 
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police wouldn’t go near it and so it was controlled by gangs and filled with 
extreme poverty, drugs—particularly opium and heroin—and prostitution. The 
Walled City was torn down in the late 1980’s. Her work in that place for 
decades was incredible.  

Jackie did not go to Hong Kong under the umbrella of a church mission 
or an aid organization. She went on her own. It was painfully obvious that she 
herself was powerless to do much of anything. What is one young British 
woman, who didn’t even speak the language at first, up against gangs and the 
enormity of severe addiction, poverty and despair? But Jackie knew she was 
nothing in and of herself. She knew that it was only the One she was 
connected to who could make a difference. She knew she was called by 
Jesus to go there. Without understanding how any of this might be possible, 
she trusted the One who called her.  

That’s what a daily connection does — it helps us to grow in a 
relationship with Jesus and therefore trust that he will provide; that he will give 
new life. A trusting relationship makes all the difference in the world.  

This past week my son Stanley came to me to tell me that I owed him 
$100. I knew I owed him some money. I owed him his allowance and I owed 
him money for something I had asked him to buy for his little sister, but I 
couldn’t quite figure out the rest. It had to do with currency exchange — we 
had just been down south — and it had to do with my husband. I was a little 
tired as he tried to give me the accounting of why I owed him this much 
money, so it wasn’t sinking in. Finally, a little exasperated, he said: “Mom, I 
really am owed this money, you have to trust me.” At that point a penny 
dropped for me. I didn’t actually need to understand it all, I just needed to trust 
that the person telling me this was telling the truth and could do basic math. I 
realized I do trust my son. I trust him to tell me the truth and I trust his math 
skills a lot better than I trust mine. So I e-transferred him the money. In the 
place where you can write a message I wrote: “I don’t understand but I do 
trust”.  

When we connect with Jesus in weekly worship; in having some kind of 
a daily devotion — whether that is listening to Christian music and praising 
God and praying or reading our Bible — when we connect with Jesus we get 
to know him and we start to trust him more and more. Then when he gives us 
a big dream or a desire to make a difference, we can trust that he will be there 
to bring what he began to completion.  

So it was in that relationship of trust that Jackie Pullinger went to the 
Walled City. She began simply by walking through the alleys and praying as 
she went. She took that verse from 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 to heart: “Rejoice 
always, pray without ceasing. Give thanks in all circumstances for this is 
God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”  



She started a small youth drop-in club where youth could pop in and 
play games and always she told them about Jesus and kept praying in her 
spirit. Not a lot happened in the first couple of years.  

The people of the walled city assumed she would give up and leave as 
every other white westerner had, but Jackie didn’t; she stayed and learned the 
language more and more. She helped people to navigate the judicial system. 
Slowly at first she began to win over gang members to live for Jesus and not 
for crime. She helped a few at first and then more and more to be set free 
from their addiction.  

Eventually it all snowballed and they had several homes where people 
could break their addictions and learn how to make a living. In the end the 
gang leaders all knew her, the police would call her for help, judges and 
lawyers knew her. Slowly but surely transformation began to take place in a 
way you would never have imagined possible coming from one young woman.  

This is what she said about the Walled City: 
‘I loved this dark place. I hated what was happening in it but I wanted to be 
nowhere else. It was almost as if I could already see another city in its place 
and that city was ablaze with light. It was my dream. There was no more 
crying, no more death or pain. The sick were healed, addicts set free, the 
hungry filled. There were families for orphans, homes for the homeless and 
new dignity for those who had lived in shame. I had no idea of how to bring 
this about but with “visionary zeal” imagined introducing the Walled City 
people to the One who could change it all: Jesus.’ 

I pray that you will connect to the One who can change it all in your life, 
in this community and beyond. I pray that this church will connect in a strong 
way. I have a recurring vision that God wants this church to produce incredible 
fruit and make a lasting difference in this community and beyond. 

Thanks be to God!  
 
 
 
 
 


