John 15.9-17 Easter 7 16th May 2021

Rev. Teresa Morgan

‘When Did you Last See the Son?’
Last Thursday was Ascension Day, which means we’ve come to the end of our annual journey following
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, which began last Advent Sunday. On Advent Sunday I’m often
struck by the different places in which the gospels begin this story: Mark at Jesus’ baptism, when he
receives the Holy Spirit, Matthew and Luke at his conception, when his mother receives the Spirit, and
John before the beginning of creation.
This week it struck me how differently the gospels end (and we’ve heard all four endings since Easter).
Do you remember that Victorian painting about the English Civil War, called ‘When Did you Last See
Your Father’? This sermon could be called, ‘When did you last see the Son?’
It is a sobering thought that, in Mark’s gospel, the last time we are told that most of his followers saw
Jesus, was in that short, ugly struggle in the dark, in Gethsemane, when Jesus was betrayed and arrested.
Except that Peter follows at a distance to the High Priest’s house, and some of the women follow at a
distance all the way to Golgotha.
There are no resurrection appearances in Mark’s gospel, but he does give us one thing. The young man
whom the women meet at the tomb, gives them a promise. Go home, he says. Go back to Galilee, and
you’ll see him there.
In today’s gospel reading, Matthew fleshes that promise out. Matthew has two resurrection appearances:
one on Easter Day, and one later. The disciples do go back to Galilee, and there, Jesus meets them – and
gives them a job to do and another promise. ‘Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them …
and teaching them to do everything I have commanded you. And I will be with you, to the end of time.’
John goes further again. His Jesus appears three times to different people. But interestingly, John ends
with the story of doubting Thomas, to whom Jesus says, ‘Have you come to trust because you have seen
me? Blessed are those who have not seen and have trusted’. Jesus has appeared to
the disciples, but, he says, he shouldn’t need to – it’s enough to have faith.
And Luke goes furthest of all, saying that Jesus not only appears and proves his identity to the disciples,
but they even see him being taken up into heaven.
One thing that is certain is that the gospels didn’t invent the tradition of the resurrection appearances. At
least twenty years before the earliest gospel, Paul tells the Corinthians that the risen Christ appeared
several times to the disciples and also to himself. What’s interesting is what the gospels do with the
tradition.
Mark seems to be telling us: go home. You’ve been on a rollercoaster journey with Jesus. Go back to
your roots. See your family. Rest for a while. Wait. At some point, God will give you a new beginning.
For Matthew, it’s important that the new beginning is also new work: a new way for the disciples to serve
God, and with it, a new responsibility to serve other people.

For Luke, it’s important that the disciples understand what has happened and feel reassured. Luke’s is the
gospel in which the risen Christ explains why the Messiah had to suffer and die, and blesses his followers.
He also gives them a new job to do, as witnesses to everything that has happened. But Luke’s Jesus
knows that going on following him is not going to be easy, so he promises them the power of the spirit
to help them.
John is the one who recognizes that, although the disciples saw the risen Christ, many, many future
followers of Jesus will never see him. And he speaks directly to us, saying, that doesn’t matter. When you
have heard everything that happened – and when you have turned your life to following Jesus, following
his example, keeping his teachings, loving God and each other as Jesus loved you – then you are doing,
and being, everything that God could hope for, and you already have one foot in eternal life.
This year, we have not only followed Jesus on the rollercoaster of his life and death and resurrection; we
have also been on the rollercoaster of covid. And, like the disciples’, our following of Jesus has been
disrupted: by illness, lockdowns, closed churches, fear of infection, self-isolation. If Christians asked
each other today, ‘When did you last see the Son?’ – at least in worship – in the bread and wine of the
Eucharist – in the gathered congregation of the faithful – we would have as many different answers
between us as the gospels.
But, as we come to the end (we hope) of months of lockdown, and hope that a new stage of life is
beginning, and as we pause in these quiet ten days between Ascension Day and Pentecost, the endings of
all four gospels have something to say to us.
Go home, they say. See your family. Let yourself rest for a while. And wait, because God will find a
new beginning and new life for us. Maybe we will find a new role and new work for Christ. And we may
never see the risen Christ, as the disciples did, but that doesn’t matter at all. When we have heard
everything that happened, and turned our lives to following Jesus, following his example, keeping his
teachings, loving God and each other as Jesus loved us, then we are doing and being everything that God
could hope for.
The weeks and months to come may not be easy. But the Spirit of God will be with us, working in us.
And Christ himself will be with us always, to the end of time.
Amen

John 15.9-17 Easter 6 9th May 2021

Rev. Teresa Morgan

Our gospel this morning is one we normally hear on Remembrance Sunday, when we are always moved
by the words, ‘No-one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.’ But today, it’s
another side of the reading that strikes me: its vision of God as the master, who says, through Jesus, ‘If
you love me, keep my commandments … You are my friends if you do what I command you…’ ‘I no
longer call you slaves,’ Jesus says. We might wonder, were we slaves? Are we slaves?
It’s a worrying question because, for most of us nowadays, slavery and love are a worrying combination.
If one side in a relationship has all the power, then it’s not truly love. And the idea that God is both
loving and all-powerful raises some famously difficult questions. Why doesn’t such a God stop bad things
happening to good people? Why would he let people make bad choices and then punish them?
Just as worryingly, in John’s gospel, love and power combine in an image of God as the Father who has
total power over his family. As Jesus says earlier, ‘The Son can do nothing on his own, but only what he

sees the Father doing.’ (5.19) That model of family was quite normal in John’s world, but it’s much more
problematic in ours.
But we do generally believe in families. And our own idea of family love may help us to negotiate with
John’s.
For us, I think, it’s normal to think of love in a family as something that grows and changes as we grow.
When we’re babies, we depend completely on our parents, and they are in charge. But, gradually, we learn
to be independent. We develop a sense of our individuality. A friend of mine once said to me, ‘I’ve just
decided that I’m not a hobbies person.’ Her mother was a big hobbies person, but in her 30s, my friend
just realized it wasn’t her, and she said, ‘It’s such a relief. I threw out all my sewing!’ (It sounds silly, but
it’s not always easy to be yourself!)
Later still, we learn to see our parents not just as the power we grow out of to become ourselves, but as
people like ourselves. Who are on their own journey, still growing and changing. And if we’re lucky, we
come to love them not just as parents but as people, and recognize how much we have in common. We
are part of each other’s lives. We depend on each other. Our lives mean more together than apart.
So love takes us from dependence, through independence, to interdependence. And that might remind us
of another way of thinking about ourselves and God, which is also part of our tradition.
It begins with a rumour, which runs among us in every generation, saying, surely there’s more to life than
meets the eye... Behind and throughout the world something is moving – a spirit, a power? – which holds
everything together, and gives it meaning. It tantalizes us with the feeling that, just beyond our sight, the
world makes sense – and the sense it makes is good.
Once we’ve heard that rumour, we never really escape it. As the psalmist says, ‘If I ascend to heaven you
are there; if I make my bed in Hell, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the
farthest limits of the sea, even there shall your hand lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast.’
(139.8-10)
For many of us, that rumour is the beginning of our sense of God, and it tells us that God is everywhere,
around us and in us; we’re part of God, and God is part of us. Which also means that we are part of each
other – like the parts of a body, which make more sense in relation to each other than they could ever
make on their own – and the sense we make is part of the meaning of the whole.
In that vision, we belong to God, not as slaves, or even children, but as part of the expression of Godself
which is the whole of creation. And that vision, like our sense of family, takes us beyond dependence on
God, beyond independence from God, to interdependence with God.
Something like that interdependence is, I think, what John’s Jesus is talking about, when he says, ‘Love
one another as I have loved you.’ It’s the love that says, we are one creation, one body. Our lives have
more meaning together than they will ever have apart. And if we forget that, then we tear ourselves apart.
That’s not to say that recognizing our interdependence, and practising love, are always easy. Everyone
who’s been part of a family knows that. We can probably all think of people, frankly, we’d rather not be
interdependent with. And, in our very imperfect world, sometimes practising love bears fruit – fruit that
lasts, as Jesus says, and changes the world – and sometimes it doesn’t seem to change anything much.
To choose to love anyway is a leap of faith: the fundamental leap of faith, which says, if God is God,
then we are all part of God, and accepting that is the only way to be fully human.

For me, this is a way of thinking about John’s imagery of God as all-powerful parent, which gets us away
from the outdated first-century model of the family. It’s no less demanding than the idea of being God’s
slave or obedient child. But it’s also worth bearing in mind, that John didn’t think that being part of
God’s family takes anything away from that hard-won individuality that we value so much in the modern
world. When we look at any person of great faith – think of Martin Luther King, or St. Teresa of Calcutta
– it’s obvious that they don’t lack individuality. What they lack is a sense that who and what they are is
separable from God and God’s creation.
Whoever we are, God’s spirit blows through the shape of us. It doesn’t blow us away: it makes us more
full of life. As John said of Jesus himself, ‘In him was life, and the life was the light of humankind, and
the light shone in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.’
Amen

Mark 8.31-8 Second Sunday of Lent: 28th February 2021 Rev. Teresa Morgan
I have to admit that when I turned to today’s gospel, a couple of days ago, and read, ‘If any want to become
my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me’, my first thought was, ‘Oh, don’t we
have enough problems this year?’ I felt a bit like St. Teresa of Avila, who, in a time of suffering,
complained bitterly to God. God said, ‘But this is how I treat all my friends!’ and Teresa retorted, ‘Then
no wonder you have so few of them!’
But somehow just thinking that made me hear Jesus’ saying again. Not as ‘take up your cross,’ but as
‘take up your cross.’ Whatever it is that you are already bearing—really take it up, and walk with it.
This was of reading what Jesus says seems to fit quite well into Lent. Last week, we heard how Jesus was
tempted by Satan in the desert. And we all know, from our own experience, what Jesus also knew, that
the real temptations in this life are not things we go out into the desert to look for, in a spirit of heroism.
The real temptations are the weaselly little things that are already in our lives, like selfishness and lack of
compassion and a taste for power, and Lent is the time when we are challenged to face those things and
really grapple with them.
In a similar way, we all already have crosses to bear. Maybe we’re not well, or not happy, or in a job that
doesn’t nurture us. Maybe somebody close to us is making our life difficult—or we’re making our own
life difficult by being angry, envious, or unkind.
In ordinary times, many of us spend quite a bit of time and energy avoiding facing these burdens.
Keeping busy to distract ourselves. Grumbling to let off steam, without changing anything. Selfmedicating with chocolate or Netflix, or … pick your preferred narcotic. But in Lent, Jesus invites us to
take a hard look at the things that burden us, and then to take them up, and follow him. Not in a spirit of
masochism, but because, as Jesus also knew in the desert, you have to face the evils of this world to
know them and not to be ruled by them. And it’s only by really facing our crosses and taking them up
that we can hope eventually to put them down and save our life.
Taking up our crosses, in this sense, is a very varied exercise, because the things that burden us are very
varied, and in general, the evils of the world are very varied.
Maybe our cross is physical suffering, and we’re being called to reflect more deeply on our own fragility,
and the fragility of everybody—and with that, the incredible power of spirit that runs through us and
lightens our lives in spite of our own limitations. Maybe our cross is some aspect of our circumstances,
and we are being called to reflect on what we could do to change them—for ourselves, and perhaps for
other people too. There are as many crosses as there are things wrong with the world, and as many ways
of taking them up as there are ways of working to make the world better.
So this Lent, I encourage you to look at the crosses you are bearing—and there may well be more than
one—and pick just one, and really take it up. Look at it; think about it; think about what it is showing
you about yourself and the world.

And think about what it would take to make this cross what the physical cross was for Jesus Christ: not,
in the end, a burden that led to death, but a power that redeemed the world and brought it to eternal life.
Because the promise of the gospel is that if we follow Christ, then the way of the cross is only one stage
on a much longer road, that ends not on Golgotha, but in the glorious life of the kingdom of heaven.
Prologue of John’s Gospel 7th February 2021 Rev. Teresa Morgan
The Prologue of John is one of the clearest expressions of one of the most mysterious ideas in the New
Testament: the pre-existence of Christ, before he was ‘made flesh’ as a human being.
It’s not a topic we think about very often in church, and when we do, many people find it difficult. The
idea that Jesus of Nazareth, who lived and died, was a man of God, a man from God, and even God with
us, is a cornerstone of our faith. The idea that God raised Jesus from the dead and received him into
heaven is harder for some to believe – but the sense that Christ is with God, and still with us, and that we
are in his hands and in his care until the end of the age, is something most Christians live with, in faith,
every day.
But, we may wonder, why would we believe that Christ existed before he was born, and took part in
creation? To many people, it just doesn’t seem necessary.
It may help to bear in mind that, in the world of the first century, people thought of two main types of
heavenly being. There were gods and other divinities who at some point visited earth: perhaps to test
people’s piety, deliver a message, or help them. And there were exceptional human beings who were
taken up to heaven after they died, like Abraham, Hercules, or the Roman emperors.
It also helps to remember that when the apostles began preaching, the Christ that they called people to
put their faith in was, first of all, the risen Christ, in heaven.
So early preachers had two possible ways of thinking about Christ. Some saw him as a man of God who
was taken up to heaven. But there was a difficulty: human beings who were taken up to heaven were not
usually envisaged as taking a very high place there. They became demi-gods, or angels, or simply great
souls. For his followers, Jesus Christ was much more than that. He was the presence of God with
humanity, and humanity with God. He made it possible for imperfect humanity to be reconciled with
God, and eventually for all his followers to follow him to heaven. To be as great a heavenly figure as
Christians recognized Christ as being, some people thought he must have been with God – been God –
from the beginning. And so the idea of pre-existence developed.
People described the pre-existent Christ in various ways. For some, he was God’s Word – God’s speechact, which brought the world to life, just as Jesus Christ later brought humanity to new life. Or he was the
Wisdom of God, that reaches out to teach human beings how to be as God created and longs for them
to be. Or he was the light that enlightens everyone.
Well, you may be thinking, this is all very well, but does it matter to us? I think it does.
Christians have always understood that Christ is not only the Saviour and Lord of his people, but also
brings all of us with him, to heaven, to share his glory. And in Jesus’s own day – and still today – that is a
rare idea. In many ancient traditions, there are great individuals who go up to heaven (or somewhere
similar), but they don’t take everyone with them. What makes Jesus unique, paradoxically, is that he
represents and embodies us all. As a human being, he makes it possible for us to be like him, and, as
God, he brings us all to be with him.
Epiphanytide 24th January 2021

Rev. Teresa Morgan

I’ve been thinking a lot this week about the sadness of closing churches. Churches are places of so much
nurture and nourishment. They feed our hearts and minds – and eyes and ears. They teach and inspire us
to care for one another. They hold our prayers, and we entrust our hopes and fears to them. When we

come into a church, we come to a place where we know we are known, loved, and valued. In church we
can dare to be our best selves. Those are rare and precious things.
And churches remember. They remember our friends and neighbours who are no longer with us. They
link us to Christians before us, right back to Jesus’ disciples.
But that reminds me that very early Christians didn’t have any buildings of their own. Right up to the
fourth century, if they did build a church, it was liable to be looted or destroyed. They must have felt
their lack of holy places, when there were temples and synagogues all around them, but they made a
virtue of it.
St Paul says to the Corinthians, ‘Do you not know that you are the temple of God, and the spirit of God
lives in you?’ (1 Cor. 3.16). In the second century, Clement of Alexandria says, ‘Christ builds his temple in
people, so that he can establish the home of God in humanity’. And for Origen of Alexandria, anywhere
Christians meet becomes not only a holy place, but a place where the saints and angels gather overhead
and join in their worship.
We may yet have to close Sandford church, but if we do, it will still be here, holding our prayers and
waiting for us. And we can take encouragement from early Christians, who knew that, wherever they
were and wherever they worshipped, God was with them, and, in them, God was in the world. And
whenever they said their prayers, angels and saints gathered overhead and worshipped with them.
We can also reflect that if, like Paul’s Corinthians, we are God’s temple, then all the holiness that lives in
a church also lives in us, as we go about our daily lives. We make the holiness of holy places portable,
and, if we are faithful, then the people we meet – in person or via technology – may even meet God in
us.
That does not seem a bad aspiration for the Epiphany season, the season of showing Christ to the world.

Holy Innocents’ Day 2020

Rev. Teresa Morgan

I hope you are having a very happy week, with plenty of celebration – as well, probably, as some
frustration and worry. It’s Christmas 2020-style….
And part of Christmas, is that tomorrow is the Feast of the Holy Innocents, which nearly always falls on
a day when most of us aren’t in church, and which tends to get a bit overlooked, in the middle of the
festive season.
Even Matthew’s gospel doesn’t make much of it. The story of King Herod killing all the male children
around Bethlehem two years old and under, to try to get rid of the newborn King of the Jews – it’s three
verses, tucked in between the much more famous stories of the Coming of the Magi and the Flight into
Egypt.
And there is something bitterly appropriate about that. In every crisis in history – every war, every
moment of change – children are always the most vulnerable, and when they suffer, it is always underreported.
But this year is one to remember the Holy Innocents. Because there have been many tragic stories of the
suffering brought by the pandemic, but nothing has been more shocking than the reports of how child
abuse has increased – physical, emotional, sexual abuse; murder. Stressed parents and carers, volatile and
violent people locked down together, disruption in social services, children out of school, people
spending hours a day online – they’ve all contributed. And this terrible story has hardly ever hit the
headlines.
And that, among much else, raises a question about Matthew. Because we usually assume that the only
good thing about this story is that, historically, it probably didn’t happen. We think this partly because we
know a lot about King Herod, but there is no other record of this massacre, and partly because we think

that Matthew created the whole of this birth narrative to show how Jesus is part of the whole history of
Israel.
The story of the Innocents looks back to the destruction of Jerusalem in war in the 6th century BC, and
before that, to the Book of Exodus, where the Egyptian Pharaoh tried to kill all the male children of the
Israelites, because he thought they were doing too well in his country. But the mother of Moses hid her
son in a basket in the reeds on the edge of the Nile, where he was found and brought up by the
Pharaoh’s daughter. Echoing that story is one way in which Matthew says that Jesus is going to be like
Moses, but even greater.
The story also pre-echoes some of Jesus’s prophecies, as an adult. ‘I have come not to bring peace, but a
sword’ (Mt. 10.34). And, before salvation comes, ‘you will hear of wars and rumours of wars … there will
be famines and earthquakes … woe to pregnant women and nursing mothers in those days’ (24.6, 19).
Matthew knows well what we have been reminded of, this year: that in times of crisis, children are always
among the most vulnerable.
But in light of our experience this year, I think we should pause, and consider the possibility that the
story of the Holy Innocents is not just a way of saying that Jesus is greater than Moses, and not just a preecho of Jesus’ prophecies of the end time. Because we do know enough about Herod to know he was
more than capable of doing something like this. He saw threats to his power everywhere, and he ordered
the murder of scores, if not hundreds of people, including one of his wives, three of his sons, and fortyfive members of the religious council in Jerusalem.
So Matthew’s story may not have happened when and where he describes, but it is not unbelievable that
it happened somewhere, at some point, when Herod saw some threat to his power. And if it did, nothing
is more likely than that historians didn’t record it, because the suffering of children hardly ever hits the
headlines.
So I would like to suggest, this Christmas, after the year we have had, and bearing in mind that the next
few months may also be very difficult, that we take this story of the Holy Innocents especially to heart.
And three thoughts emerge from it, for me.
One, is that, even though this is a tragedy, there is also ray of hope in it – and in the Exodus story that it
looks back to. Because in each story, one child was saved by the courage and resourcefuless of his
parents. That reminds us that – although there are children in our country whose lives are horribly
vulnerable – there are also many whose lives are saved and made safer by the courage and
resourcefulness of their parents, grandparents, foster parents, teachers, or social workers. So this day is
also a day to remember and honour all of them.
And it’s also a day for the rest of us, who don’t have direct responsibility for vulnerable children, to think
about whether we can do more to support the people who do. Whether personally, or through local
initiatives like foodbanks, or by holding to account the services that work with children and the
politicians who fund their work.
Last, but not least, when we are thinking about our charitable giving – as individuals or as a church – this
year might be a really good year to support some children’s charities.
Because Jesus Christ was a baby, and a child, in a world in crisis. And if people had not saved him, he
wouldn’t have grown up to save his people. And when you get right down to it, that’s really why Matthew
tells this story.
He understands that the God who calls us, in Christ, is calling us not just to put our trust in God and be
saved, but to join with God in saving ourselves by saving each other. Because, Matthew understands, it is
in giving that we receive; and in forgiving that we find ourselves forgiven; and it is in giving life to others
that we become part of eternal life.
Christmas Day 2020

Rev. Teresa Morgan

Well, we made it! We have sent cards and wrapped presents and decorated and shopped and cooked –
and we’ve made it to Christmas Day. Possibly a bit tired – but I hope happy. Though most of us are also

probably a bit worried, or sad about family and friends we can’t spend Christmas with. And most of us
are looking back at a difficult year, and some of us have lost people we loved.
So, many of us greet Christmas morning, this year, with slightly mixed feelings. But however we feel, and
whatever else is going on – we are here. And we have many reasons for being here: faith; hope; tradition;
community. Christmas carols! But one reason I am certain we all share: the feeling that we are welcome
here, in this house of God.
We welcome each other, and framing and empowering our welcome, is a much bigger one. Which says to
every one of us, however you are feeling, and whatever is going on in your life, you are at home here.
Here you are known, inside and out, and loved, and treasured. By your neighbours, and, above all, by
God and Jesus Christ.
Because one way to describe what we celebrate today is to say that God so loved the world that he sent
his Son to make it home. To make this world, which for Adam and Eve and their descendants was a
place of exile, of hard graft and a steep learning curve, into the place where God and humanity are
reunited: where, as the Book of Revelation says, God makes his home with his people, and we are at
home with God.
It’s pure gift.
And it’s the irony of the season, that we prepare for it for weeks, and when it comes, we’re so busy giving
and receiving our own presents we’re rarely completely ready to receive God’s.
But, as it happens, I don’t think that matters too much. For one thing, all the gifts we give and receive are
Christmas are practice – practice in love, and practice in grace – charis – that beautiful word in Greek
which means both generosity and gratitude. We are all practising grace on one another!
And, anyway, I’m not sure we could ever be completely ready for a gift from God. Any more than new
parents like Mary and Joseph can be completely ready for their first child. Love, and grace, and bringing
up a baby, are three things we grow into as we practise them.
And we can and do practise them, and hope to get better at them, not least because the grace of God in
Christ is the one present we get every year that we don’t open.
This is the present that opens us.
Because the Word of God, as John calls him, who comes into the world, full of grace and truth, is the
Jesus who will grow up to say, Don’t be afraid.
Come to me, when you are tired and burdened, with all the damage you’ve received, and the damage
you’ve done, and put it all down here.
Come to me, and let yourself be known, inside and out, and treasured, and loved.
And in the warmth of that love, let your heart open like a flower, and feel yourself growing and
flourishing.
Because, as John’s gospel says, Jesus Christ came that you should have life, and have it more abundantly
– life in you, and working with you, until your heart and mind and arms are as wide open as God’s and
Christ’s own, and wherever you are in your own life, you know you are also, always, at home in the house
of God.
A very happy Christmas to you.

Amen

