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PALM SUNDAY 
Amazing Grace: abiding in the Vine  
John 15.1-17 
 

It’s so good to be with you for this Holy Week. It’s such a special time, a real opportunity to 

prepare properly for the greatest of all our Feasts. I’ve had the privilege of sharing Holy Week 

with folk I think of as fellow-pilgrims many times, and I do hope you’ll be able to be part of the 

fellowship this year, and do catch up on-line if you can’t always come in person.  

I’m going to be walking with you in the steps of St John, as he himself follows Jesus to the Cross 

and beyond. I have to say that after being a Mark man in my youth – Mark’s Gospel is all 

action and believe it or not I was once like that too – I’ve become more and more fascinated as 

my dotage approaches by the gentler, more reflective pace of the Gospel of John.  

I take the traditional view that John son of Zebedee was the beloved disciple and either the 

author of the gospel or the principal witness for it – and quite possibly John of Patmos as well. 

That means that in his gospel we could have the memories of a very young John – perhaps only 

say 17– caught up in the excitement of following Jesus, and discovering his identity as he does 

so. Plus the written-up memories of a major apostle of the early church. Plus here and there the 

measured reflection of a saint looking back on those days and adding his deep reflections as he 

does, when – we are told – almost all he would preach about was, “little children, love one 

another,” just as he has been taught that fateful night as a young man himself. There is 

something for folk of all ages here, and I want to speak heart-to-heart with you about the heart 

of the matter: about our Lord and what it means to follow him. 

It was an adventure that began by the Sea of Galilee, in small-town Bethsaida, where John’s 

family were in partnership with the Zebedee’s catching and supplying fish for the Jerusalem 

market. The high priest was on their customer list, and they were doing well. But then John’s 

cousin Jesus came into the picture. (If you work out the geneaology, you’ll see that their mothers 

Mary wife of Joseph and Salome wife of Zebedee were sisters.) The Bethsaida lads had gone 

over to Bethany where the Baptist was at work, had seen Jesus baptised and heard that heavenly 

voice for the first time, and decided to follow him. It can’t have been great for business, but 

perhaps young men going off and following a rabbi for a year or two, probably seasonally, 

wasn’t so different from our young going off to university now. John was the youngest of them, 

and I can imagine Salome and Mary telling Jesus to keep a special eye on him. 



And what a roller-coaster it was going to be: from the heavenly voice at the Baptism of Jesus 

and the Baptist’s declaration that here was the Lamb of God, to the Transfiguration, to the 

death and glory of the Passion that we are going to follow now. 

Today is Palm Sunday of course, and we had the chance to follow that part of the story of this 

morning, but this evening the Old Testament reading takes us to Isaiah’s love-song about the 

vineyard and its vines. So I’ve jumped right into the middle of the story and paired it with John 

15 – the passage about the Vine – which despite its importance to John doesn’t come up 

otherwise in the Holy Week lections (which also jump around quite a bit to fit our liturgical 

needs). Only John records the incident, and that and the deep way in which it introduces us to 

the very heart of his faith make it certain that it was one that had a major impact on him and 

stayed with him for the rest of his life. 

In fact, it also made a profound impression on me when I was on retreat as a I prepared to be 

made a bishop, and it has stayed with me ever since, so this for me really is what is all about. 

But now, let’s open the good book, and get into the story. We find ourselves just after the Last 

Supper, when Jesus and his disciples are walking to Gethsemane. The location of that Last 

Supper is not certain, but a likely route to Gethsemane, which lay beyond the Kidron Valley, 

would have taken the group through the Temple precinct, and past the main entrance to the 

Temple, an entrance which was marked, the historian Josephus tells us, by a great golden vine. 

This was and remained a symbol of some significance. For the Jewish people it was one of the 

key symbolic ways of speaking about them as a nation, God’s vineyard, God’s vine – alongside 

such images as God’s flock. That was why it was shown on the Temple. For John and the 

Christians who followed him it combined that theme of being God’s people with a reference to 

the wine of the Eucharist, and if you look around the surviving Saxon preaching crosses of even 

these far-distant parts you will see the vine scroll there to this day. 

The key link from our point of view was that Jesus boldly offered himself as the new way of 

being and becoming incorporated into the people of God. Just as he spoke of himself as the 

Good Shepherd of God’s sheep, and as the new Temple of God’s presence among his people, 

so he said “I am the Vine, you are the branches”: in me God has re-planted his people; by 

being in me you are part of that people; abide in me.  



How this must have gripped St John. Here was a picture of who he was called to be, where he 

was accepted, where he could belong. All the questions that fill the mind of a young adult, and 

perhaps adults who are not so young as well. He was called by Christ as his beloved, to abide 

in Him, be rooted in Him. He was called into a company of many others also beloved, also 

shooting with life from that same root. And he was called to bear fruit for Christ with them, 

fruit that would last. As one writer put it, the rest of his life was to be a reflection on the 

extraordinary discovery that he was beloved of God. 

And what was more, and what was new, is that love is the root and it is love all the way. As we 

will hear again on Thursday, this is the new commandment, the one that rewrites the rule-

book: “love one another as I have loved you.” It’s like a great river of love flowing down from 

heaven, through Christ, through us, and out across the whole wide world. God has so loved the 

world that he has sent his Son, his Son whom he loves. He shows us that he has that same love 

for us too, and lays down his life, God’s life, for us as the active demonstration of that love and 

the effective remaking of our relationship with him. And he commands us to do for others as 

God has done for us, loving one another, loving one another, and even loving our enemies too. 

This is at heart the lesson of the Vine. When we were far off, all of us, God has shown his love 

for us, sinners though we are, and done for us what we could not do for ourselves, restored our 

bond of belonging and love with him. “O God,” we pray, “forasmuch as without thee we are 

not able to please thee.” We cannot and dare not rely on our non-existent ability to rebuild the 

bridge; but God in Jesus Christ has done it for us. And John’s great gift to us is to underline 

that this is best seen not as an act of judicial forgiveness, or a trick played on Satan, or a fee due 

to him, but as an act of pure love. And what is more, the only deep-down requirement laid on 

us is to love in return. 

What is set up is a powerful, beautiful, organic pattern of life and growth. The same love in 

which the world was conceived and created moves God to show that love to the world to the 

uttermost so that it may have the life that he planned for it in all its fulness, despite all its failings. 

That same love if accepted creates an echoing love in the hearts of the created, of us, of whom 

nothing more is asked than to abide in, to be faithful to that love and to Christ in whom it was 

shown. 



That same love is intended to be the hall-mark of the Christian community, the totus Christus or 

whole Christ uniting Jesus himself, his body the Church, and the Eucharist in which they meet. 

It’s as if the ordinary DNA of our humanity, with all its selfishness, has another strand added 

into it – not as an extra but at the very heart of its being – something of the self-giving not self-

grasping love of God. The DNA and purpose of the church is to love others as Christ has loved 

it. So, the mutual life of love of those who call themselves Christians is not an optional extra to 

be aspired as long as everything else has got sorted and all the really awkward people have gone 

away, but the first call on us if we are to be truly God’s people. 

 

And then finally, it is quite clear that if our roots have to be in Christ or we perish, and our 

shoots have to be one vine together or we cease to be in Christ, then also the shoots are meant 

and purposed to bear fruit, fruit that will be given away unconditionally so that others may 

have the same life that we have found for ourselves. That is Amazing Grace; that is the DNA 

of the church, the family business if you like of God, and it is into that family, that Vine, that 

flock, that people, that God invites us afresh now this Holy Week. To walk with him, to wait 

with him, to watch with him, to go with him to the Cross … and beyond. 

  



MONDAY 
Lazarus lives: a fragrance for all the world  
John 2.1-11 
 

Tonight, we go back to the beginning of John’s Passion narrative. The Sabbath, a week before 

the Passover which will also fall on a Sabbath that year has just ended at sundown, so it is what 

we would call a Saturday night, and a dinner has been arranged in Jesus’ honour. The next 

day will be what we now mark as Palm Sunday, and the high drama will begin. 

But in fact, the drama is already under way. The dinner is being thrown at Bethany by the 

friends Jesus is staying with, just outside Jerusalem. Jerusalem itself would have been packed 

with pilgrims and about a quarter of a million sheep for the Passover sacrifice, if Josephus the 

Jewish historian is to be believed, so a village outside town offered quieter quarters. But the 

friends were Lazarus and his sisters, Mary and Martha, and just a few weeks before Jesus had 

raised Lazarus from death. That is what John sees as the trigger, rather than the provocation 

of Palm Sunday, and we get the sense that Jesus knew it, because the emotions run high. 

Some perfume was at the heart of the disturbance. They say we remember smells; that meeting 

them again can whisk us back to the past. One for me is daffodils, which take me back to Easter 

Saturday in my priest-father’s church in Sheffield, when the ladies of the parish would fill the 

building with daffodils in little green tin pots. What about you? Well, for John, it could have 

been this perfume, pure nard, the best, the most aromatic, filling the house with its fragrance, 

and remembered by him in a stand-out reference, just as Mark remembered the green, green 

grass of Galilee, when Jesus fed the five thousand. 

Judas betrays himself by his reaction, just as he will shortly betray Jesus. He just doesn’t 

understand the logic of love. He, we think, was wanting to provoke an armed crisis – Iscariot 

could mean a dagger-man – and hoped that Jesus would take the throne in all human reality. 

He was looking for regime change, not redemption. And so too, despite St John’s obvious down 

on him, he probably does want to use the money to give practical help to the poor, but cannot 

see beyond that to the deeper worth of the love that can feed not just the body but the soul. 

Mary gets it though. She senses the love that means Jesus will pour out his life for them, a gift 

beyond price and of cosmic proportion. So, she in her own ways mirrors its lavishness, and 



pours out the whole bottle to anoint Jesus’s feet, shockingly wiping them with her let-down hair. 

The identification of Mary of Bethany with Mary Magdalene is tempting, but probably a red 

herring. And the point anyway is not sex but passion. As Christ has loved us, remember from 

yesterday, we are called to love him and each other in return, with a passion. And just as the 

fragrance of Mary’s act of passion filled the room, so the fragrance of ours is to fill the world. 

This is the mainspring of Christian mission, a passion for others founded on the passion of Our 

Lord. 

This is the Great Reversal, the moment, as C S Lewis puts it, when the White Witch thought 

she had killed Aslan, a deeper magic, a deeper law than anything evil knows comes into play, 

and the devices and desires of evil are sent into reverse, and death gives way to life. 

The depth of passion involved actually crackles through the text itself. When in our modern 

translation we read that “Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it 

for the day of my burial’,” the language has been smoothed out to fit our idea of what scripture 

should sound like. A closer rendition of the Greek might have something of a Humphrey Bogart 

tone if you’ll allow the parallel: “Leave the lady alone. It’s hers for my death day,” and the 

grammar breaks down in a splutter. Young John, I don’t suppose, had seen or smelled anything 

like it before. 

Death and life – the two themes are going to run together and be with us all through the week. 

Mary’s anointing is with death in mind, but for John it is also an anointing for the kingship that 

death will bring, an anointing for life. It is the generous gift of a generous God. 

O generous love! that He, who smote 

In man for man the foe, 

The double agony in man 

For man should undergo. 

Personal and passionate though this was, none of it was happening in private. A formal dinner 

of this sort – we know it was quite formal because Jesus was reclining at table not sitting, which 

is why Mary could reach his feet – a formal dinner of this sort was a semi-public affair; and as 

John tells us the public was prepared to turn up in crowds to witness the spectacle of the dead 

man Lazarus living, little understanding that another man would soon be dead and alive in a 

far deeper way. 



We happen to have a sort of external confirmation of the stir it caused, which helps authenticate 

John’s claiming of it as the trigger for the Passion. If you go to Bethany today, you won’t find 

it. Well, you won’t find it on the ordinary signposts anyway, because since Arab times it has 

been called El Azariah, Lazarus’s place. The memory lingers, like the fragrance of the perfume 

and the fragrance of the grave, both irretrievably mingled in Lazarus’s life. And if you do go 

there today you will find yourself going down and down into his grave before you rise again to 

rediscover the sun and the rest of the story. 

This week will also lead us down before it leads us up, as we listen to John as he shares with us 

what Alan Ecclestone called a sustained reflection upon the realisation that he was among those 

whom Jesus loved. The king has come to his people and is showing them his wounds of love: 

no wonder all the world is going to him and believing him. 

And us? Are we going to walk with him still? And will we share his longing to spread the 

fragrance that can fill and redeem the world? 

Sometimes, Lord, I feel poured out too. 

Demands press in on me from every side. 

I hardly have a minute to call my own. 

My own? 

Yes, Lord – forgive me. 

I still count what I keep as gain 

And what I give away as loss. 

I still patrol the boundary of my self 

Watching warily for anything 

That will threaten me. 

And yet, I know it’s true. 

The more I give, the more I receive. 

The more I lock the doors of my life, 

The more I die. 

It’s scary, Lord – but now, 

At the beginning of this Holy Week, 

I want to take the risk 

– the risk of faith. 



I want to open my life, Lord, to yours. 

Amen. 

  



TUESDAY 
Death and Glory: some said it thundered  
John 12.20-36 
 

I left you at the end of yesterday’s homily with the fragrance of Mary’s perfume and even more 

the fragrance of God’s love in the air, a gift to be shared in that same spirit of love with all the 

world. A fragrance all the sweeter because it was not the overpowering olfactory cocktail of a 

High Street perfumery but a single note, contrasting with and dispelling the stench of death, 

like the first shafts of dawn dispelling the dark. 

What is at stake here is not just the prolongation of life and temporary denial of an inevitable 

death – Lazarus’s lot was not a completely enviable one – but a life that will break through and 

break the power of death definitively, once for all.  

How was Jesus, how was God going to do that? How can we understand anything God does, 

you might say, and there have been as many theories of the atonement as there are theorists; 

but one thing seems clear: it was the necessary cup that God willed. Perhaps you remember the 

children’s book, the Bear Hunt. As the children in the story hunt their bear they encounter 

grass, mud, thistles – and each time they chant (with squeals of delight it has to be said): “we 

can’t go over it, we can’t go under it, we can’t go round it, we’ll have to go through it.” Jesus 

has to go through his eye of the needle, the Cross and grave, if he is to find the life that lies 

beyond them. It’s not death or glory: it’s death and glory. 

We thought on Sunday about how Jesus identified himself as the new focus for the people of 

God using images from the scriptures: the Good Shepherd, the new Temple, the Vine. It’s clear 

that as Jesus pondered his identity and his mission another part of the Bible was critical as well: 

the Suffering Servant Songs from Isaiah.  The fourth song is especially relevant here. Listen to 

how it begins and ends and how the lifting up has the same simultaneity of vindication and 

sacrifice that we are finding in John: 

 

See, my servant shall prosper; 

   he shall be exalted and lifted up, 

   and shall be very high.  



Surely he has borne our infirmities 

   and carried our diseases; 

yet we accounted him stricken, 

   struck down by God, and afflicted.  

But he was wounded for our transgressions, 

   crushed for our iniquities; 

upon him was the punishment that made us whole, 

   and by his bruises we are healed.  

All we like sheep have gone astray; 

   we have all turned to our own way, 

and the Lord has laid on him 

   the iniquity of us all.  

Candles are a not insignificant part of worship here at St Margaret’s, and later in the week we 

will bless and light a new Paschal Candle for the year to come. Think for a moment about it. 

It’s waxy almost corpse-like body erupts with light and life once the new fire touches it. It 

becomes a sign and symbol of the body of Christ alive with the light of Christ, bearing the scars 

of the nails but shining with the invitation and warmth of love. To do this, though, it must 

moment by moment, day by day, give itself to the light; it literally becomes the light, not just 

shining as an activity but losing its own being in the process. It’s a wonderful symbol of the 

Christian life, but goodness me it’s a challenging one. Suddenly all those prayers of “thy will be 

done” and “put me to what you will” and holy little books about abandoning ourselves into the 

hands and providence of God come home to roost. 

I wonder what John and the others around Jesus made of him as he spoke out his feelings like 

this? Those closest to him were still puzzling it out – and slow to take the lesson to heart. Even 

at the Last Supper, can you believe it, they were still squabbling about which of them was the 

greatest. A wider circle of disciples including Greek-speaking ones was being attracted, who 

also wanted to see Jesus. Perhaps we can identify them with the curious of our own day, for 

whom the offer of costly commitment is both attractive yet challenging. And wider still was the 

anonymous crowd, who sense the drama, hear the thunder, debate whether it might be an 

angelic sign, but are not in the end ready to give up the ways in which they are accustomed to 

live. They will choose to stay with their familiar darkness, rather than embrace this challenging 

light. 



The trouble is, that there is no middle ground. There wasn’t for Jesus: he was either going to 

accept the Cross, or not. There wasn’t in the offer of abiding in his love. It was to be marriage, 

as it were, not just another relationship among many. There won’t be, and how uncomfortable 

is that, when we are judged as to whether we are the children of the light or the dark. Not good 

or bad. Not successful or failures. Just whether we have said yes to God as Father, or deserted 

his family.  

Alone, O Love ineffable, 

thy saving name is given; 

to turn aside from thee is hell, 

to walk with thee is heaven. 

Only God can know how it will be for each of us, and thank God he is merciful; but beware – 

it is not an inch he is after, but a mile. 

The moment of choice is coming. But not quite yet. Jesus senses God’s plan that his sacrifice is 

to be later when the Passover lambs too are being killed, so for now he lies low, perhaps back 

at Bethany. But John’s repeated references to the day which is to come sound in our ears like 

the strikes of a clock. What will we make of it ourselves when that day comes? But do not be 

afraid, little children: the name of that day is Easter Day. 

It’s not fair, Lord. 

I open the door an inch, 

And you want to come right in 

And take over the whole house. 

My house. 

My castle. 

My retreat. 

Can’t you be a decent guest 

And just sit where I put you, 

Make polite conversation 

And go before I get too tired? 

Help me, Lord, this is holy ground. 

I do want to be at one, as one, with you. 



I do know that in you is my word of life. 

Just help me 

To ease the hinges of my heart. Amen. 

  



WEDNESDAY 
It was night: one of  you will betray me  
John 13.21-32 
 

Leonardo has a lot to answer for. It’s his painting of the Last Supper; you know, the famous 

one with Jesus in the middle and all the disciples lined up along the table on each side. It’s just 

so wrong in so many ways. All the characters of course look as if they would be more at home 

in Italy than Israel, but that was standard. What you might notice next, remembering the 

arrangements at the supper at Bethany and Mary and the feet, is that all the party are sitting 

at table, despite the text once again making it clear that they were reclining. And at a formal 

reclining dinner like this the tables were always in a special U-shape (rooms were specially 

designed to accommodate them), not one long line, and the host usually sat towards the end of 

one of the sides, not right in the middle. 

The host’s principal friend (we’re talking men here of course) would be on his right, right at the 

end and presumably in a place from which he could easily get out if needed – the only guest 

without someone else’s head lying against him. Perhaps that was where Jesus was at that 

wedding feast in Cana when his ministry began, when he could get up to go and sort out the 

wine. And that’s where John is now, his head in Jesus’ lap as it were. To the host’s left was the 

place of honour, the place for the guest to whom the sop of bread would be offered first, the 

place for – Judas. Leonardo I’m afraid has the seating, or should that be reclining, all wrong 

too, though he does invent a nice piece of theatre as Judas is shown spilling the salt, a traditional 

indication of treachery. 

So now we’ve put Leonardo to one side, what are we left with? It’s Thursday night. We are 

half-way through the Last Supper. (We’ve jumped ahead of ourselves again so that the foot-

washing, which has just happened, can be read tomorrow.) Jesus is back in Jerusalem. John 

doesn’t tell us just where, but the other gospels supply a narrative of something of a secret 

mission, with special signs and coded words, leading to a borrowed upper-room. Upper perhaps 

because the flat roof of a Middle Eastern house was used as a sort of patio, and people would 

dine out there, though other arrangements could have been possible too. 

And Judas is in the place of honour, and John is the best friend. Peter is probably opposite John 

at the other end of the U, and so is able to catch his attention to ask Jesus what he means. It 



was the lowest place, and the last Jesus will come to at the footwashing. Was Jesus deliberately 

making a point about the first and the last? Was it the first time that John, the youngest, had 

found himself the highest? As I was writing these talks, I would lie awake at night wondering 

what it must have been like for him, growing up now so quickly, and what the chatter between 

the other disciples was like. Not I think about any sort of attraction. No, Luke tells us that yet 

again the were squabbling about who was the greatest, perhaps provoked by the seating plan. 

Then. Of all times. No wonder Jesus acted so prophetically and washed their feet. 

But that is tomorrow’s story. Tonight, we just note the effect it must have had on John, and 

how the tension is rising for them all.  Jesus, John says, is troubled in Spirit. This, if you like, is 

John’s version of Gethsemane, when he is confronted by the working out of His Father’s will, 

and the slowness of the disciples to grasp what is going on. “Very truly,” he almost blurts out, 

“one of you will betray me.” The shock factor must have been immense. Leonardo certainly 

goes to town with it with an extraordinary array of wonderfully painted poses. 

I wonder what your, what my reaction would have been? It’s so very hard to strip away our 

hindsight. Would there have been a bit of Judas in us: frustration at all the verbiage, itching for 

a showdown, a clean break, a new start? Perhaps despite the bad press John gives him he wasn’t 

such a villain after all. And interestingly although we have the word “betrayed” in our English 

texts, the actual Greek is not the word usually used for that, but one that has the more neutral 

meaning of “handed over” – the handing over perhaps into God’s ineffable will, the drinking 

of his cup, of which poor Judas is just the inevitable agent. 

Perhaps you can remember a time when you felt trapped into a dynamic over which you had 

no real control, heading for a train crash you didn’t really understand. Brexit has certainly been 

doing that for me. And if that is how people are speaking and feeling now, then perhaps we are 

not so far away from the feelings of the disciples after all, albeit in a very different context. (I 

now hereby promise, though, not to talk about Brexit again: enough is enough). 

The story is not really even as kind as this to the disciples though. As so often most of them 

simply seem to be at a loss as to what was going on. Peter is different. A man of action as always, 

he motions across the U-shaped end of the table to John to try and find out what is going on. 

Jesus’ reply and action would seem to identify the betrayer, but actually no – the enigma is left 



open and none of the disciples, Peter included, seem to have really appreciated that the trap 

was now sprung. 

But Jesus himself does. “Do quickly what you are going to do,” he says. The words must have 

been in Shakespeare’s mind when he has Macbeth say that, “if were done when ‘tis done, then 

‘twere well it were done quickly,” in a similar scene of deep darkness; for then as here it was 

night. All waiting can be awkward, but waiting for the unwanted brings a special horror to it. 

We don’t want the awful thing to happen, but if it must happen then let us at least be spared 

the anticipation of it as well, we may well pray. 

A rather good book on the Passion of Christ called The Stature of Waiting drew on this to suggest 

that in submitting himself to the agony not just of the Cross but the whole Passion that preceded 

it, Jesus dignified one of the darkest of our experiences, and as Good Friday approaches my 

prayers and yours too I am sure will be with all who face such darkness today. We with them 

and with Christ are one body, one bread, just as the bread was passed around the table that 

night; even to the betrayer. 

And hard though it is to imagine, when darkness is having its day, the bread is not just that of 

the emergency evacuation of Passover night, it is the bread of the new freedom and new 

kingdom which is to come; the great feast of the Messiah, pre-echoed in every Mass. So as Judas 

leaves, we can sense also a sort of relief for our Lord: Now God will glorify him. Cue Isaiah 

again and cue Handel: And the glory, the glory of the Lord, shall be revealed. Easter is coming 

soon. 

Thanks be to Thee, my Lord Jesus Christ, 

For all the benefits 

Which Thou hast won for me; 

For all the pains and insults 

Which Thou hast borne for me. 

O Most Merciful Redeemer, 

Friend and Brother; 

May I know Thee more clearly, 

Love Thee more dearly, 

And follow Thee more nearly, 



Day by day. 

Amen. 

  



MAUNDY THURSDAY 
A new commandment: will you share a towel? 
John 13.1-17, 31b-35 
 

We’re back to the beginning of John’s account of the Last Supper. It’s before the festival of the 

Passover. There’s a difference here between John and the other Gospels that scholars still 

debate. I was taught at school that the other Gospels should always be preferred on matters of 

chronology. John was good at theology, but go to them for history. Later when I studied at 

Cambridge with John Robinson (who was actually a substantial and sometimes quite 

conservative scholar), I came to understand that it wasn’t as simple as that. St John in fact 

preserves some very early and very accurate memories of both dates and places – and this may 

well be one of them. 

It seems obvious to make the Last Supper a Passover meal: we’re so used to the idea. But where 

is the lamb? And where are all the other special items and liturgy that the group would have 

followed? For John, and I think he is on the right track, Jesus saw himself as the Lamb of the 

Passover – remember John the Baptist’s words right at the beginning that John the Evangelist 

heard: “Behold the Lamb of God. Behold the Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the 

world.” As Jesus meditated on his mission he saw the same imagery of the lamb in Isaiah, as 

the Servant is led like a lamb to the slaughter; so for him it was his own coming death on the 

cross which was the slaughter of the lambs, and in God’s providence it would take place just as 

those lambs were slaughtered too, on the afternoon before the Passover (which that year was 

also a sabbath). 

Working out the chronology is a very technical business with plenty of room for the Dan 

Browns of this world to go astray, but my choice is to follow John’s own words, and set tonight’s 

scene on the Thursday night which was the night before the Friday night on which the Passover 

meal would be eaten, and the night by which the authorities needed to have Jesus safely off the 

Cross and shut up in the tomb. 

Jesus knows how close the end is, and as the tension rises the disciples, as we have seen, start to 

get squabbly, even if they don’t really know what is going on. Luke tells us more about the 

squabbles; and Matthew records Jesus as telling the disciples that when all things are made new, 

they will sit on twelve thrones and be the judges of Israel, which was perhaps what set them off. 



I suppose in their ignorance and innocence they thought – as Judas hoped would happen – that 

this be a worldly thing and very soon as well. So, who will be top? Only John perhaps, and even 

he not immediately, would grasp the real inwardness of what was going on. 

The world was being turned upside-down; or perhaps we should say right-way-up again. The 

bottom line is the love of God for us and for his creation. Of course, God is number one, and 

God is our judge, but his justice is framed by his mercy and he exercises his authority by creating 

the space in which others can live. He loves them, and he will love them to the end. A mediaeval 

theologian I am studying at the moment speculated in fact that even if there had been no need 

of salvation, God would still have become incarnate and shared our human condition to the 

end, simply because his love and the perfect connection of his love and ours demanded it. 

So, Jesus in a highly prophetic way acts out a parable of God’s love, designed to bring home to 

us the self-giving love of God that we are to share. What a shock it must have been. The 

tradition was that an important person had his feet washed (it would have been a “him”) by a 

lesser one, and on arrival. It hadn’t happened, I suspect, and Jesus turns the table on his 

disciples most dramatically. 

We are told that as he does so, he knows that the Father has given all things into his hands, that 

he has come from God and is going to God. It suggests a poise, a peace; and I think that it is 

speaking not just of the peace that Jesus has, but of the peace that he wants to give to his 

disciples. Knowing that we are children of God, made by him, known by loved by him, called 

to be with him: the deep sense of personal assurance that is at the heart of our Christian identity 

and Christian hope. Few of us can manage to appropriate it and live within it on a fully 

continuing experiential basis. But when the winds blow, then we can remember that 

underneath are the everlasting arms, that there Isa peace that passes our understanding, and it 

may be that we can avoid losing ourselves entirely into the maelstrom of emotions that such 

times bring, and manage to still have something of the peace of God about us even in the heart 

of the storm. That surely must anyway be our prayer. 

It’s a big prayer though, because we are, if we are honest, all too aware that as individuals we 

can be as ratty as anyone else, as hurtful, as caught up in ourselves, as fearful and as angry. It’s 

being human, and being in Christ doesn’t stop us being that. We are also aware that if we find 

the first challenge difficult, to rest in the peace of knowing that we beloved of God, then we also 



find the second one difficult: that of accepting that the other rather difficult, rather different 

people who we discover are in church and in Christ with us are also beloved of Him, quite as 

much as we are. Again, it seems to be hard-wired into our human nature: the minute there are 

two of us, we start to compare, to wonder like the disciples who is going to turn out top. My 

Yorkshire grammar-school instilled it into us on a daily basis, as marks were collected and tables 

published. But really, in the great scheme of things, did I have to want to be top in everything? 

What room then for others? What silly place to end up. But we do. 

The action Jesus undertook was chosen to strike the disciples as personally as possible, with far 

more emotional freight than a set of school marks. It was up close and personal. It was washing 

smelly feet. And, shock horror, wiping them all with the same towel. We’ll be doing some foot-

washing here in a moment. My wife Jean was a serial victim of this when I was a Canon at 

Carlisle Cathedral. Her right foot is now very holy indeed. We don’t ask questions about the 

left one. She did of course wash it very carefully beforehand, just as many of us rush round the 

house cleaning before the cleaner arrives, if we’re lucky enough to have that help. I don’t know 

what the arrangements will be here, or the state of the feet involved, but I suspect it will be very 

sanitised. The ones back then were not. Folk wore open sandals, without socks, on streets that 

had neither drainage nor sewers. There was a reason why you offered to wash the feet of your 

guests on arrival … 

So, who are you prepared to share a towel with? Not so much tonight, and not so much as a 

literal thing, but in the sense of being prepared to let others share the limelight, share your 

space, not be a threat to your peace, be the shoots of the same Vine, one in Christ with you? 

It’s been interesting joining a church in retirement. We’re feeling really at home there. 

Everyone is very nice and very friendly, but it took a while for us all to work out how we fitted 

together and get the conversations going. That’s all fairly normal, but we do need to be careful 

if folk of a different colour, or country, or sexuality, or ability end up being left out in the cold, 

or worse. I do so long for the church to be truly known for its welcome to everyone in actual 

actions, and not just words. 

Peter is well caught out by all this. I’m sure he agreed 100% with Jesus’s teaching that we should 

love one another as he has loved us. But he was a brusque and busy type, quick to stand perhaps 

on his dignity. The present-day people of Israel call themselves prickly pears, and that captures 

it nicely. But even prickly pears need to wash sometimes, and we can’t spend all our time in 



top-class tourist hotels with en-suites and clean towels every day. Sooner or later we have to 

settle down and be family together, and maybe share the bathroom. 

Would you mind awfully if we shared the towel of the foot-washing tonight? 

  



GOOD FRIDAY 
Behold the man: Behold your King!  
John 19.1-37 
 

We’re on holy ground. I hardly want to distract you from the Christ, from the power of the 

Passion itself and the affective impact of its setting. 

See from his Head, his Hands, his Feet, 

Sorrow and Love flow mingled down! 

Did e’er such Love and Sorrow meet? 

Or Thorns compose so rich a Crown? 

 

THE KING OF LOVE 

Above us is the classic English rood screen group, with John and Mary flanking our Lord on 

the Cross. My own thoughts are taking me there with them, and I am wondering especially 

what was going through John’s mind. It’s an impossible question to answer, but we do have 

one way in. Most of what we have heard is common to all the evangelists. But now and then a 

few words creep in that are just in John, and it seems to me that they offer a glimpse into his 

more personal reactions; and that is fascinating. 

First, John’s and our gaze goes to Jesus himself. John remembers the pair of pronouncements 

by Pilate that I have taken as the title of this talk: “Behold the man!”, “Behold your King”. 

Behind them lies, not read today, a report of the dialogue with Pilate about kingship which is 

also unique to John. We have the sense – we saw it before when Jesus was at the High Priest’s 

house  – that John has been able to get physically closer than his companions, finds himself in 

a more privileged position, and is able to catch something in the process of what was in Our 

Lord’s mind too, who all this Holy Week must have been reflecting on what it meant to come 

as the true King of the people, but not as they knew it. 

It is characteristic too of John that he is alert and sensitive to those moments when words spoken 

in the ordinary course of events take on a more cosmic significance, epiphanies of the divine 

narrative which our earthly narrative is just part of. We saw it when the High Priest said that it 



was best for this one man to die than the whole nation perish, and John discerned that he was 

speaking prophetically. So here now, who knows what was in Pilate’s mind when he said, 

“Behold the man” and “Behold your King”, but here indeed is the man, and here 

indeed is their King; and Pilate is saying more than he might have intended, and does not 

budge from it. “What I have written I have written.” For John, the words stuck. Here indeed 

is the King whose name is Love. 

The King of Love my shepherd is, 

Whose goodness faileth never; 

I nothing lack if I am his 

And he is mine for ever. 

THE KINDNESS OF LOVE 

Secondly, Jesus directs John’s and our gaze away from himself to his family, the church. We 

have another pair of pronouncements that equally must have made a huge impression on John, 

as Jesus says to Mary, “Woman, behold thy son,” and to him, “Behold thy mother.” In one 

sense, it was capable of a very ordinary explanation. Where else would Jesus’ mother go and 

stay now but with her sister, John’s mother; and in all probability her home is John’s too. Jesus 

has a personal obligation to provide for his mother, and is keeping an eye out for John too. 

Now he provides for them both, much as he might in a will. 

But going a bit deeper, isn’t this also the acting out of the new relationships in the Vine, in 

Christ? In some rather difficult remarks, Jesus had not only spoken positively about how being 

in Him was to mean loving one another; he had spoken negatively about the way in which 

older, ordinary family relationships might be left behind or need to be transformed to make 

way for the new. It’s helpful, I think, to see both sides of the coin together here. Mary is not left 

abandoned, she finds a new home and new family in the new community of the kingdom, a 

kingdom in which women as well as men will play a prominent part. It will be Mary Magdalene 

who becomes the apostle to the apostles, the first evangelist of the resurrection; Mary Cleophas 

who meets Christ on the Emmaus Road with her husband and confirms her witness; and Mary 

mother of Christ who over the long centuries proves the greatest of all the saints who point us 

to her Son. And we are all family together. 



Glory be to Jesus, 

Who in bitter pains 

Poured for me the life-blood 

From His sacred veins. 

Grace and life eternal 

In that Blood I find; 

Blest be His compassion, 

Infinitely kind. 

THE CONSEQUENCE OF LOVE 

Thirdly, it is John who records the final cry from the Cross, “It is finished,” which sends our 

gaze out to the world.  Jesus does not die defeated. He actively gives up his Spirit back to the 

Father. John does not mention that Psalm 22 was also on Jesus’ lips: “My God, my God, why 

have you forsaken me.” But as he wrote up the event, he will have remembered that that Psalm 

ends in fact in hope, by telling us that deliverance belongs to the Lord, which will be proclaimed 

to a people yet unborn, saying that the Lord has done it. John quotes, as it were, the end of the 

Psalm not its beginning, because while there was no choice for Jesus but to go through the 

darkness of death and desertion, yet he was faithful to the end, and accomplished his purpose. 

And the Psalms were the classic Jewish prayer book in which this tension was held, and which 

both Jesus and his hearers would have well understood. For John it matters that we hear the 

whole Gospel, and while today is Good Friday, Easter will come. 

Sing, my tongue, the glorious battle, 

sing the last, the dread affray; 

o’er the cross, the victor’s trophy, 

sound the high triumphal lay, 

how, the pains of death enduring, 

earth’s Redeemer won the day. 

That is the witness, the record of John. He saw, and he tells us truly about it, so that we too 

might believe and be saved. So, behold the man; behold your King. 

  



EASTER EVE 
Dead or Alive: He is not here, He is risen!  
Luke 24.1-12 
 

This the night! This is the night that never fails to send a shiver down my spine. 

This is the night when God first saved our ancestors, freeing Israel from her slavery. 

This is the night when Jesus Christ vanquished hell and rose triumphant from the grave. 

This is the night when all who believe in him are freed from sin. 

This is the night that gave us back what we had lost, beyond our deepest dreams. 

And this is the night when our human resources are exhausted, and yes clergy I am thinking 

especially of you, and I speak from experience, but not only of you of course, and out of the 

darkness God’s light breaks forth. 

I learnt this lesson rather dramatically as a curate. I was finishing my curacy on Easter Day. As 

is often the case I had been responsible for the youth group, and we decided to end in style with 

a late-night lock-in vigil (lock-in because some bloke with a knife was said to be knocking 

around) and a midnight first communion of Easter. Which was fine except that as I got to the 

Eucharistic prayer exhaustion took over and I crashed out onto the altar and had to be carried 

to the vestry by the said youth and revived before we could carry on. Perhaps it ought to be 

made part of the liturgy, just to remind us: resurrection is from God alone. 

And tonight is all about that time between the times: that hinge-point when the old gives way, 

and all is made new. It is still dark, but as in the old Jewish tradition, the evening is taken not 

as the end of one day but the beginning of the next, so this is the dark that is to be the dawn. 

The stone even now is being rolled away. 

So, what do we come here to see? What did those first disciples come to see? A tomb. There is 

no getting away from it. Jesus has undoubtedly died. And a body – except there is no body. 

They did not find the body. They were looking for the dead amongst the dead, in the place 

prepared for the dead, in the place where Jesus’ actually dead body had been laid, but no body 

was there. We are told they were perplexed. That must be the understatement of all time. And 

then to make it worse, suddenly although no body was there, someone was there, two men in 



dazzling clothes who we presume must have been angels. And they ask, “Why do you look for 

the living among the dead?” – and they’ve said it; there is no body, because Jesus is alive. He is 

not here, he is risen. 

Alleluia! Christ is risen. He is risen indeed, Alleluia! It’s still the everyday greeting of Christians in 

the street at Easter in the Greek-speaking world. Christos anesti! Alethi anesti! It was true for 

then and it is true for now, by the grave in the garden, down the street, in the tea-shop and on 

the moor: He is risen indeed. And nothing will ever be the same again. 

And yet we know that it is still dark outside. So tonight is the night when yes, we anticipate 

Easter morning, but yes, when we also pause to remember, before the out and out celebration 

that is Easter Day, that this side of the second coming, our experience of Easter is still shot 

through like silk with a darker colour, a darkness that has been conquered, a darkness from 

which we are delivered, a darkness that in God’s great mercy will even itself be woven into the 

purposes of his light so that nothing is left that could separate us ever again from God: but a 

darkness that is still there until the final weaving is complete. 

Our task now is to so learn the new language of faith so that even as we work out our salvation 

in fear and trembling, we can start to construe our experience not just as history but His Story, 

and take heart, and play out part in that story ourselves. 

The grammar of this new language of faith takes a particular form. I am not at all meaning 

what is sometimes called the language of Zion, in which bible phrases are piled up and the Lord 

is just being beseeched in prayer in the sort of piling up of petitions about which Jesus was not 

particularly polite. No, I mean something deeper and unsurprisingly all about Christ. It’s simple 

and it goes like this: 

Jesus says, I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, 

will live. And whoever lives and believes in me will never die. 

Peter and the church reply, You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God 

And out on the streets and into the world we go and proclaim, Alleluia! He is risen. He is risen 

indeed, Alleluia! 

In the words of John Paul II, we are the Easter people and Alleluia is our song. St Paul 

proclaimed the resurrection so much at Athens that the Greeks there thought that Resurrection 

was the name of his God. Perhaps in a way it is. And he warns the Corinthians that if Christ 



has not been raised, then our faith is indeed in vain. So today, tonight, do not abandon 

yourselves to despair; we are the Easter people and Alleluia is our song. 

In the days when medical science depended on stealing bodies from graves, the body-snatchers 

were with grim humour called the resurrection men. We are the real resurrection people, the 

people who have looked darkness and death in the face, and yet because Christ has been raised, 

know that we too and the many whom we remember and many more yet to come can and will 

be raised with him, and so we have a hope that steadfast and certain, and the light of eternity 

is in our eyes, even as we wait for the dawn. 

  



EASTER MORNING 
New lives for old: he saw and believed  
John 20.1-18  
 

Alleluia, Christ is risen! He is risen indeed, Alleluia! This is the moment above all moments in the 

Christian year. John builds up the suspense. It’s early. It’s the first day of the week. It’s still dark. 

Is it going to be just another Monday morning? I’ve been in Jerusalem on a Sunday morning. 

For them it’s like Monday, the day after the Sabbath, and the weekly routine starts up again 

with a rush. As soon as there is enough light to walk by, the wagons will be queuing up to get 

into the old city, bartering will begin. Just another day. NOT! 

NOT! But in the story, we don’t know that yet. A woman has turned up at the tomb. A woman. 

Well I ask you. Well, actually, I wouldn’t ask you like that, because you’d give me a flea in my 

ear, but then, at that time, in those days, women couldn’t even act as legal witnesses, they were 

thought so unreliable. And as for this woman; well, well again. Can’t somebody move her on, 

send her for counselling, just let the tomb be. It’s bad enough already without all this emotion. 

O good, she’s gone to get the men, and here come Peter and John. That’s better. Ho hum. 

Maybe not. 

But at least now we can start to follow the story through John’s own eyes, as we’ve been trying 

to all week. One of the interesting features of the resurrection narratives is that they vary quite 

a lot between the evangelists. But that makes sense when you realise that it was still dark, and 

no-one was really expecting to do anything more than attend to the body and the grave, but 

also there is a constant theme that the resurrection is something that they and we don’t really 

see until we believe. That seems to be the way God works all along. His presence and actions 

in the word are real enough, but rarely if ever do they force themselves on us. The great church 

father Irenaeus, the one who called the world a vale of soul-making, also said that the world 

was experienced as if God was not a given: that God always showed himself in a way that could 

either be seen as God, or not seen as God, and the choice was ours by faith. 

That is the choice of faith the people of France have been confronted by this week in the face 

of the fire at Nôtre Dame. Is it a symbol of the gutting out of faith from the modern western 

world? A sign of despair? Or is the survival of so much with the cross still shining out in the 



nave a symbol that no matter how desperate the destruction, God’s resurrection power will in 

the end prevail, a sign of hope in fact and a renewed opportunity to be a people of faith? 

That was the choice of faith that now lay before Peter and John, and it is fascinating to see 

them interacting with both it and each other. First John, the younger one, outruns Peter and 

looks in first. He sees the discarded grave-clothes, but perhaps out of respect stops at that point, 

and it is Peter who first goes in. Peter was not short of courage – but it is John who has the 

discernment, and when he follows Peter inside, it is he who not only sees but first believes, and 

at last starts to see how the prophecies which Jesus had been showing them are coming true, 

before there very eyes, and that after three days Jesus has indeed been raised from the dead. 

So what is John, what are they going to do with this new revelation? Call a great public meeting? 

Rush to the Temple to start telling everyone? In fact they go home for breakfast, and although 

the penny has begun to drop, it will still be some time before as a group they really believe. And 

it will be Mary, the woman, who returns to them to tell them more, who makes the difference. 

Which takes us to the second part of today’s Gospel. But first perhaps we should pause to ask 

ourselves what we think we might have made of the empty tomb, if we had been there that first 

Easter morning? Our hopes would have been shattered – remember how despondent the 

disciples were on the Emmaus Road; our fears would have been magnified – remember how 

the disciples huddled together behind locked doors; and our understanding would surely just 

have blown a fuse at the sight of the deserted tomb, as it did for the disciples then, always 

remembering that they could not have read back into it the whole resurrection story that we 

now do. Have the authorities taken the body? Why? Surely there as noting to steal. Had 

Nicodemus had second thoughts? But he wouldn’t have moved anything on the Sabbath. What 

on earth is going on? 

And if we would have thought all that then, it is an open question just how much of it we would 

also think now if the cold winds of tragedy started to blow, and erode the solidity of our faith. 

Each of us must speak for ourselves, but my sense is that it is not uncommon for even mature 

Christians to find themselves in a difficult and dark place when times get tough, hard though it 

is to acknowledge. 

Mary Magdalene can be our unexpected guide. She is obviously overcome with emotion. But 

rather than writing her off as a silly, feely woman, let’s look more carefully at what happens 



next. First, she is brave and bold enough to look into tomb as John had done. The opening that 

had been sealed by the stone would be less than head height, she has to stoop to do it, and this 

is her first step in reaching out beyond those overwhelming emotions, doing something 

practical, even awkward, but seeking out the facts of the matter. 

Secondly, she sees, and she to her emotional state: “Woman, why are you weeping?”; and she 

is prepared to name her feelings, her bewilderment and loss, and make them available to be 

met. 

And thirdly, Somehow, she senses the presence of another person behind her. She turns, and 

is asked again, “Why are you weeping?” though this time with the added question, “Who are 

you looking for?” Jesus is giving nothing away at this stage, and Mary takes him to be a 

gardener. As we have seen before, it is characteristic of encounters with the Risen Lord that it 

will be by the eyes of faith not just sight that he is recognised. Mary right now just wants to find 

the body of her Lord, and persists with her questioning, a questioning, a searching that anyone 

who has known bereavement will know too. 

But the resolution to the searching is not a finding in the terms that Mary had imagined. She 

is not to be so much the finder as the one who is found. As Our Lord says her name, she finally 

recognises his presence. “I have called you by name, you are mine,” was God’s word to Israel 

in Isaiah. Now the new and good Shepherd of the people has come, and he knows the sheep 

by name, and calls them and carries them into the kingdom. We are back to the Vine where 

we began, to the promise in Jesus not just of the old order of things made do and mended, but 

of a whole new creation, starting that resurrection day to spread its power back through the 

darknesses of the past and forward into a still unfolding future, until that other day will come 

when all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well. This is the third stage Mary shows 

us, that if we turn away from our self-pity, and are honest about ourselves to our Lord, he will 

meet us very personally in our place of need and bring us redemption. 

So today, this Easter Day, as we sing our praises and most especially as we make our 

Communion, we too can reach out, even physically, from the curved-in-ness on ourselves that 

isolates us from God and receive the living presence of our Lord, which literally reaches deep 

within us as his body and our body and ours become incorporate together, never to be set apart. 



There is one more lesson that Mary shows us: she does not stay frozen at Jesus’s feet, clinging 

to his feet. She hears his command to go and share the Good News. More of that tonight, but 

now, this Easter morning, let a smile fill your face and Alleluia be on your lips, and dare to 

speak out the good news we have been given to proclaim: Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen 

indeed, Alleluia! 
  



EASTER EVENING 
Peace be with you: being a people of  peace 
John 20.19-23 
 

It’s been quite a journey! Thank you so much for welcoming Jean and myself into your midst, 

and for being a pilgrim band with us, walking with John to the Cross and beyond.  

Anyone who has been here for all nine homilies deserves a medal. Thankfully  no-one seems to 

have actually been killed in action. Which does remind me of the little boy in church who kept 

on pestering his mother, Mummy, mummy, who are all those names on that board? Shhh, she 

replied; they’re the people who have died in the services. 

But now, in the words of Buzz Lightyear in the film Toy Story which I remember going to see 

with our children many moons ago: to Infinity and Beyond! 

John repeats in the first verse of tonight’s reading the words we also heard this morning: the first 

day of the week, though now it is evening not early before dawn. The memory that this day, the 

first day of the working week for the Jews, had so surprisingly become also the first day of the 

new creation, the first day if you like of the rest of their lives and ours, now to be lived in a 

whole new way – that memory was the spark which led to the Christian Sunday, the weekly 

remembrance of the resurrection, and in its own right therefore a feast of major significance. 

I’m appreciating that even more in retirement now that, to be frank, I don’t have to keep it. 

But I do, because it is the light that illuminates the week and gives it shape, and declares it good. 

But as we also heard earlier, this good news was for the first disciples still shot through with 

fear, enough fear that they were actually in danger of locking Jesus out. They obviously didn’t 

expect him to appear. But then, there he was, and his first word to them is “peace”. This, as he 

explained on another occasion, is not the sort of peace that the world gives, here today and 

gone tomorrow. This is what we call in our blessings the peace that passes all understanding, 

the peace that has the power to keep our hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God 

and of his Son Jesus Christ. It is the peace of abiding in the Vine, of abiding in Christ. 

How different from the way things had been before, when Moses was not allowed to see God’s 

face, and Elijah could only gaze on him from behind; when only the nominated priests could 

enter into his presence in the Holy of Holies and only on the most sacred of days, and then only 



to find not a person but in later times a void. How different even from the visitations of angels, 

who begin their speech by telling us not to have fear, but at the same time obviously inspiring 

it. Here instead is the Prince of Peace himself, breaking down the barriers to be with us, inviting 

our touch, sharing our meals, one with God but one with us too. 

It is also the setting for what we might call the ordination of the apostles. Jesus breathes the 

Spirit on them – sign and power of their new life in Him – and gives them together the Petrine 

commission to forgive as they have been forgiven. It is a sending, the springboard for the Act 

of the Apostles, which could just as well be called the Acts of the Holy Spirit, and it asks this 

question of us as the heirs, not just me as a bishop but all of us as the body of Christ, how are 

we undertaking that commission today, a commission to be People of Peace, breathing out into 

the world the same Spirit, the same Peace that we have received? It’s a mission that is still 

massively relevant as we find ourselves in living in an age of anxiety, where inner peace 

especially is hard to find. 

Jesus’ simple actions as he blesses the disciples with his peace can give us a simple way of looking 

at how we are doing in our own mission as people of peace. 

First, Jesus shows the disciples his hands and his side. Elsewhere we read how Thomas was 

invited to touch and believe. The actual physicality of prayer is more important than we might 

think. I’m beyond being able to kneel for any length of time now, which you’ll probably be glad 

to hear since you’re probably the same. I’m more thinking of the way in which, as physical 

beings, we need to set a scene for prayer, have a regular place and time, ways to begin and 

ways to end. What that amounts to can be very different for different people, and very different 

for us at different times in our lives. 

For me there have been times when say as a Cathedral Canon it was all about being in church 

at a particular time and saying a particular liturgy. At other times I’ve found it easiest to sit up 

in bed and say morning prayer after making us a cup of tea. At other times a study with a door 

to shut has been the way to make space. I’ve liked to have a special place to visit too, a short 

drive away has been best, where I can disappear for a day or three. How I’ve used the time has 

varied, and nearly always the scriptures have been at the heart of it, but just making space has 

mattered. So pray, and pray as you can, not as you can’t. 



Secondly, Jesus speaks peace to them. We too need to hear his word of peace if we are to take 

peace to others. It’s easy to be too busy, too anxious, too caught up in ourselves to have any 

real chance of having peace to share. C S Lewis spoke wrily of how you could tell where a 

certain woman who lived for others had been by the hunted look in the eyes of the people she 

met. How to live and give  that word of peace? How not to end up like that? Don’t just pray, 

abide in prayer. Abide especially in the prayer that is there when our own words have come to 

an end, and we are simply open to the words of God. It’s a rare thing for folk to hear an audible 

voice, but a very common one for us to feel a sense of inspiration, guidance, comfort, being 

alerted to a particular need and so on. Abide in Christ, practise being in his presence, and let 

Him do the rest. 

Thirdly, Jesus breathes the Spirit on them. It would be a whole other series of talks to start on 

the work of the Spirit, but for now just think of it as the living sap flowing into, through and out 

of the Vine, without which the roots and shoots and even fruits might be there, but all dried up 

and dead. So, in whatever way we find is right for us, when we pray and abide in prayer, you 

and I alike must also take time, time and again, to take the lid off the teapot. 

Take the lid off the teapot? What’s the bishop on about now? It was in fact the favourite picture 

of one well-known writer for how to be refreshed in the life of the Spirit. He rather whimsically 

compared us average Christians to teapots. Now nearly everyone loves a nice cup of tea, not 

just vicars, and it’s not hard to make one. You just need a tea-pot, that’s us; some decent 

Yorkshire tea, that’s all the gifts God has given us; and some boiling hot water to pour in, that’s 

the Spirit that brings the whole thing to life. Abide a few minutes, and voila, a nice cup of tea. 

Only you do have to remember one thing, yes, you have to remember to take the lid off the 

pot, or otherwise you won’t get any tea, but just a big mess, or worse. So, as you take time to 

come into the presence of God, and listen for his word, do remember too to take off your lid – 

and of course I mean ask for the help of the Holy Spirit who is our Helper, and let him take it 

from there. The fruit of the Spirit will soon be brewing, there to see and taste. 

O taste and see how gracious the Lord is: blest is the man that trusteth in him. 

We’ve found ourselves back where we began, with the roots, shoots and fruits of the Vine. Being 

in Christ, abiding together in Christ, and bearing fruit for Christ. We began with Jesus and we 



end with Jesus. John leads us to him and invites us to abide in him, we who have seen and we 

who have believed, and to become in him a people of peace. And, of course, tea. 

Now to God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, in whom stand all the roots of 

our being, with whom we are the one body of Christ, and through whom we are made able to 

bear the fruits of the Kingdom, be all honour and praise, now and to all eternity. Amen. 

 
 
 


