
Looking forward to the Fifth Sunday of Easter

Good morning everyone,

Acts of the Apostles 8: 26 – 40
Continuing our Easter readings through Acts, we now read of the spread of the gospel
beyond the traditional Jewish homeland. Philip (a deacon, not to the apostle of that name)
is the main character in this chapter. Actually it is more accurate to say that the main
‘character’ here and throughout the book of Acts is the Holy Spirit. Luke, the author wants
us to understand that the driving force in the whole mission of the Church is the Spirit.

The gospel has now been preached in Samaria, a traditional no-go area for Jews. Philip had
been instrumental in the conversion of the Samaritans and has now handed on that work to
the apostles. Philip, prompted by the Spirit (described as an ‘angel’ speaking to him) travels
south of Jerusalem where he meets an Ethiopian eunuch, a courtier of the queen mother in
his homeland. Being from the ‘castrati,’ if that condition is meant to be read as literal, he is
excluded from the racial and religious community of Israel. Also, he is from the ‘nether
regions’ of the known world. In two senses he is an outsider in a religious world governed
by strict boundaries. His religious identity is vague, but we may assume that he is a ‘God
fearing gentile’ who worships the God of Israel. After all, he has been on a pilgrimage to
Jerusalem, and he is reading the Jewish scriptures when Philip meets him.

Ethiopia in those times refers to the region covered today by northern Sudan rather than the
modern nation of that name further south. As we read the story of this man’s encounter
with Philip, we find a closely parallel function and structure to the Emmaus Road story in
Luke’s Gospel (24: 13 – 35), unfortunately not included in our Easter readings this year,
except for its brief conclusion. Here, as at Emmaus, the puzzled listener is first instructed
through the scriptures before coming to the sacrament, in this case baptism.

This encounter on an isolated desert road is the scene for a seeker of truth to become an
ambassador for Christ. Tradition has it that this pilgrim was responsible for taking the
Christian gospel to his homeland. His distant origins, his race, his sexual ‘otherness’ all
witness to the new inclusiveness of the gospel in fulfilment of Isaiah 56: 3 – 7. A lesson still
for Christians today, especially those who still want ‘circle the wagons’ around their own
group or kind in order to keep out those they consider to be different.

1 John 4: 7 – 21
The Spirit is also prominent in this letter of John. Faith and love are the essential signs of
Christian authenticity. A Christian life, nourished by faith in Jesus, is richly gifted with love.
We know and show God by loving one another. Our faith in Jesus draws on the life and love
of God, and that love shapes our relationships. The Spirit informs faith, and faith energizes
love. This love looks forward and outward: forward in confidence for there is no longer any
need to be afraid of God or God’s judgement; and outward to our Christian brothers and
sisters whom we love for Christ’s sake. This sort of love will always reach further than the
fold of the Church. It will shape an approachable and caring Christian identity and character
and will commend Christ and the gospel to those outside the community of faith.



John 15: 1 – 8
‘I am the true vine.’ This is likely to be John’s re-presentation and interpretation of the more
familiar words of Jesus at the Last Supper when, taking the cup of wine he said: ‘This is my
blood of the covenant, poured out for many……’ Through his sacrifice, the shedding of his
blood, Jesus enables the existence of the true community of God to come into being, a
community whose members are identified not by any physical descent, condition or race,
but simply by living in him.

The Christian’s bond with Jesus is a union of two lives: ours joined and dependent on his,
and his nourishing and infusing ours. Only so can the life of Christ be productive in the
Christian and the Church. As disciples we are preparing and growing to take up this
relationship, until we reach the point that our desires and outlook merge with his, our
prayers come to reflect his purposes, and God will be glorified by the way we live.

Concluding thought
As we look at these ancient readings and consider the history of the Church down to today,
and perhaps as we reflect on the quality or otherwise of our own Christian lives, we will no
doubt come to the conclusion that there is a lot of growing and learning to do to be
conformed to the mind and life of Christ. In two or three thousand years’ time, Christians
and historians will surely look back to our time and the two thousand years before us and
refer to it as ‘early Christianity’ or ‘the primitive Church.’ Now that we have largely shaken
off the chains of ‘Christendom,’ in which the institution of the Church reflected the
prevailing culture and political system of the day, (at least from the time of Constantine the
Great, Roman Emperor from 312 – 337AD, who adopted Christianity as the state religion and
controlled it) we are crossing a new frontier for the Christian faith. Two thousand years old
maybe, but we have only just begun.

An alternative Collect for Easter 5:

Risen Christ, your wounds declare your love for the world and the wonder of your risen life:
give us compassion and courage to risk ourselves for those we serve, to the glory of God the
Father.  Amen.

Have a good Sunday.  Love and prayers,

John


