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ADDRESS                          11 April 2021                          Second Sunday of Easter 

Acts 4. 32-37  Communal ownership    

Psalm 133             Living in unity               

1 John 1.1 – 2.2         Living in fellowship 

John 20. 19-31           The risen Jesus 
 

 

There’s an old saying, You can choose your friends, but not your family.  So a parish is often 

described as a family – a group of people tied together, not by blood, or by one person’s choice, 

but by a common allegiance to the Father God as their common Creator.   

Today’s psalm is one of 15 psalms which were written to be sung by pilgrims ascending the steps 

to the temple on high days and holy days -- kindred groups, men and women linked by tribal 

allegiance. The psalm has a special significance for me because the opening verse was the text of 

my first sermon, 62 years ago, when I was working for the National Council of Churches, 

producing the Christmas Bowl material, and promoting the message that Christ had willed all his 

followers to be one family, one body, as he and the Father are one. 

 

In this first epistle, John calls this oneness koinonia, ‘fellowship’, which he tells us is all about 

God’s life, and God’s light, and, as we shall see next week, God’s love. For John these were not 

just metaphors, they were the reality he had experienced during Jesus’ ministry, when he went to 

the tomb on the first Easter morning and found it empty, and when the risen Jesus stood with him 

and his fellow disciples in the upper room. 

When fellowship is broken, the results can be quite serious.  Stephen and I are here today instead 

of Peter because of a breach of fellowship among us.  Peter has been wounded, and has gone 

away with his family on two weeks’ stress leave, to recover his spiritual strength.  The Easter 

services have been hard going for him this year. We need to keep the family in our prayers and we 

each need to repent of anything any of us have said or done which he has found hurtful. 

The first four verses of today’s reading are a prologue to the whole epistle.  In the Greek they form 

one long and complex sentence, focusing on Jesus as the supreme revelation of the eternal life of 

Open our minds, O Lord, to hear 

and to understand your Word, and 

open our hearts to do your will. 

We ask in Jesus’ name.  AMEN. 
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God and conveying the excitement John feels as a still-living witness to his mortal life.  It is very 

difficult to translate. 

Our reading says, We are writing these things so that our joy may be complete.  Some 

manuscripts say, so that your joy may be complete.  Either makes sense. In fellowship the 

distinction between yours and mine, ours and yours largely disappear.   

As we heard in our first reading, in the first Christian community, in Jerusalem, everything the 

members owned was held in common.  No-one claimed exclusive personal ownership of any 

possessions.  This is ultimate fellowship, and could not survive beyond the first generation in a 

world of self-seeking humanity.   

Over the centuries, the one Christian family has divided and divided and divided again, as 

fellowship after fellowship has been broken, until today there are more than 45 000 Christian 

communities worldwide. Many of these communities do not recognize many of the others as truly 

Christian.  This diocese is not fully part of the Anglican church of Australia, and its bishops are 

wary of the ecumenical movement. And it has its own internal divisions, as we know from the 

number in our fellowship who could be seen as refugees from other parishes.  Marty and I pass 

two other Anglican churches to come here each Sunday.  

Successive archbishops have promoted a form of congregationalism in which each rector is free to 

determine the forms and styles of worship in his parish.  No longer can we visit any church in the 

diocese knowing what to expect, as we once could. No longer does worship always follow the 

pattern of the Book of Common Prayer. We now have at least 300 or so fellowships, rather than 

one.  And in many parishes, like ours, we have two congregations, two fellowships . 

The divisions in the diocese will be exposed and possibly deepened by the debates which begin in 

Synod next month.  The election of the new archbishop may be as contentious as some previous 

elections. The latest issue of Southern Cross has poster images of the four confirmed candidates 

for the position, and the Synod will begin with speeches by each candidate, followed by speeches 

about each candidate, followed by several rounds of voting. 

It’s a far cry from the way in which the remaining 11 disciples chose a replacement for the traitor 

Judas. Matthias was chosen by lot, in the disciples’ belief that they were leaving the choice to 

God. So why don’t we just drop the four names into an old Akubra and draw one out?  

Of course, in our divided diocese, the four candidates represent different styles of churchmanship,  

and the winner is likely to be the man whose views align with those of the majority of delegates, as 

he must win a majority of the votes in both houses, clergy and laity.  We dare not leave the choice 

to God.   
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You may like to take a copy of Southern Cross and read the article on page 6.  If you have any 

questions or concerns about any matter of Synod business-, please talk to Wesley or to me before 

the end of the month, as we are your lay representatives in Synod. 

After the prologue, John goes on to remind us that the nature of God is eternal light. During the 

late 19th C, when old beliefs about the Bible and about true religion were being challenged, some 

scientists rejected the whole Bible on the basis of their reading of the first chapter.  Some said, 

How can we believe that God created light on the first day when he did not create the sun and the 

moon and the stars until the fourth day?  They were making their judgment on the basis of the 

same kind of literalism they were condemning. 

John has the answer, God did not create light, God is light, and in him there is no darkness at all. 

This, he says, is not his teaching, it was part of what he heard from Jesus himself.  And it is the 

secret of true fellowship.  

In his classic book on Christian community, Life Together, Dietrich Bonhoeffer argues that 

Christian fellowship is unlike any other family because of this unique bond:  we are a family when 

we stand in the light together. When Jesus is at the centre of our fellowship, our world is radically 

transformed. Our social status, our age, our gender, our occupation, our differing opinions on this 

and that, all become unimportant because, in this fellowship,  hearts and minds are focussed on 

the redeeming power of Christ at work in us through the Holy Spirit. 

However we all fail to maintain Jesus’ high standards of thought and action all of the time.  None 

of us is perfect. Biblical writers call this failure ‘sin’, which is a word some of us are frightened of. 

Or resent.   

A few years we had a locum priest who talked a lot about sin.  In fact, he seemed to talk about 

little else.  He even talked about sin on the night of our Christmas carols service, when we just 

wanted to think about the joy and hope and peace.  And sing about the child in the manger.  Yet, 

this child was born for a purpose,  as the heart of God’s plan to redeem us from our inborn 

tendency to do the wrong thing when that seems to be to our personal advantage. In John’s terms, 

we want to step from light into darkness. 

Sometimes we don’t understand what we have done at first.  Then we realise that something is 

wrong -- we are in the dark, as if we were  lost in the bush without a torch. We cannot see where 

we are or which way we should go.  We have gone in  so far, we don’t know  the way out. 

Suddenly in the distance we see a light. Someone is coming towards us.   A man who knows the 

way out.  All we need to do is follow him, to follow the light. 
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John tells us that he has written this epistle to help save us from falling into sin, into darkness.  

And to show us the way out.  In the dark we cannot see anything clearly, we may not realise we 

are saying or doing the wrong thing, or failing to say or do the right thing. Yet we are forgiven, for 

Jesus has paid the price for our sin. 

Slide off  

This  is the central message of Easter, the central message of the whole Gospel. John tells us that 

Jesus breaks through locked doors, overcomes all barriers, to bring us his peace through the gift 

of the Holy Spirit.  Every day we spend in fellowship with him brings us closer to God and closer 

together.  Truly, what a friend we have in Jesus. 

 

 


