John 17:20-24

The Christian Gospel is unequivocal about our unity in Christ and about our mission to spread God’s love in the world, despite all who may oppose that mission or seek to discourage us from this stand. When we look at the international news we see a glaring absence of these Gospel principles in many places, but when we look at the work of humble committed Christians like yourselves we frequently see the very opposite at work ….ordinary people seeking to be faithful to God’s extraordinary unifying love as seen in the person and work of Christ. whenever I meet a fellow Christian in Australia or overseas I regain my hope and confidence for our shared life on earth.
7 years ago I discovered that I am of Aboriginal descent on both sides of my family. Prior to retiring two years ago, Anne and I lived and ministered for 7 years in rural NSW in two towns with large populations of aboriginal people, Forster and Taree. It was a very rewarding time doing community liaison work and studying indigenous art. I found out to my surprise that 70% of Australian Aboriginal people identify as Christian. For Aboriginal people, recognising and developing the following aspects of ourselves is key to being a whole person, namely the spiritual, the emotional, the social and the artistic. Most Aboriginal people put the spiritual first. I have met many Aboriginal clergy who told me that if it weren’t for the Christian mission stations around the country there would not be nearly as many Aboriginal people around because of the protection they afforded from the massacres. Many of the chaplains to the missions translated the local Aboriginal language into English, thus preserving a number of disappearing languages. The other fact I was told was that the churches were at the forefront of the reconciliation movement in Forster and Taree, and it was the churches who demanded that the Aboriginal flag be flown alongside the traditional one – on all public buildings.
Aboriginal people of all backgrounds agree on the need to care for the earth as a mother or family member, as the earth is the source of our food, our life, our relaxation and our spiritual life. All things are connected in a sacred web of life. To damage the earth is to damage ourselves and each other. Its interesting to note that Jesus was a farmer forced off his land by the Romans and forced to fall back on his 2nd occupation - that of a being a Carpenter. Jesus frequently used images from the earth to illustrate the gospel message.eg. sheep goats figs water birds fish soil rain bread grapes and wine to name just a few. Jesus says that Spreading the gospel is like a farmer sowing seed.  Like all farmers Jesus knew of the need to care for the land such that the continuation of food production and human existence are ensured. He speaks of cleansing waters not those that are polluted or undrinkable. My painting, ‘Milky Way, seeks to reflect all of these issues and truths.

(Gospel) 
“I do not ask on behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word; that they may all be one; even as You, Father, are in Me and I in You, that they also may be in Us, so that the world may believe that You sent Me. The glory which You have given Me I have given to them, that they may be one, just as We are one; I in them and You in Me, that they may be perfected in unity. 

Today is a day to give thanks for the positive role the Australian Christian churches have played in promoting Reconciliation down through the years and being in solidarity with our Aboriginal peoples, and continue to do so. It is a source of pride, thankfulness, hope, unity and confirmation of the gospel command to love others as we ourselves. 
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