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Who then are we to be? Called to a common identity in Christ
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A Sermon preached by the Bishop of Waikato, the Rt Revd Dr Helen-Ann Hartley, on the occasion of
th
the Cathedral’s 125 patronal festival.
20 years ago, while I was in Israel for an archaeological dig, I took a bike-ride from Tiberias north to
Tabhga, just west of Capernaum; this is the place where it is thought Jesus stood on the shoreline on
the morning our Gospel reading (John 21:15-22) describes.
From my recollection, the bike-ride was a lot harder than I had thought it was going to be (in fact my
whole experience in the Holy Land ended up being not what I thought it would be –
th
I was digging in a 10 century BC domestic dwelling in the ancient city of Megiddo, but a discovery of
falafel wrappers had revealed a significantly more recent rubbish tip that needed clearing before
anything else could be discovered – I had embarked upon my first archaeological experience full of
Indiana Jones’ type potential adventures in my mind, I was bitterly disappointed).
On this particular morning, remarkable only for the fact that I was in Tiberias, I remember setting off
on my bicycle in very heavy traffic (we don’t tend to think about traffic when we imagine Biblical
scenery);
I remember several hill climbs, and I remember one of my friends got a puncture. But I also
remember the sense of peace in that place when we reached it, and the beauty of the spectacular
sunrise as we set out – ‘the day dawns full of new beauty and possibility’ (as one commentator
describes it); and if you read the beginning of John 21, you might notice how in verse 4 John draws
our attention to the fact of the daybreak.
Why this story appeals to me so much, is because here we have the disciples, post-Easter unsure of
what to do next, so much so that their initial response is to return to their original identity as
fishermen.
The answer to their question, ‘what are we to do?’ lies in a reforming of their identities so that the
question might more usefully be put as ‘who are we to be?’. As it was then, and as it has been
throughout history at different times, questions of identity are front and centre for us here this
morning, as we celebrate 125 years; questions of identity were also at the forefront of my own
Cathedral last Sunday, celebrating 100 years. But between last Sunday and this Sunday, a lot has
happened.
When you arrive in a place for the first time, you will probably be asked where do you come from?
I suspect that, for most of us, this can be answered in different ways. In my context, when Maori are
asked that question, or indeed even without being asked that question, they articulate identity in
relationship to their mountain, their river, and their people (their tribal descent). When I am asked that
question I respond by saying (and this comes in handy when I am speaking to someone who follows
rugby, particularly here at the moment) that although you can’t tell from my accent I was born in
Scotland, but have lived most of my life south of the border in England.
When I filled in my departure card to travel here yesterday, I wrote that I am a British Citizen, but then
I looked at my passport which also says ‘European Union’. I voted remain in the referendum. Yet, as
the former Bishop of Oxford Richard Harries said on BBC Radio 4 on Friday: ‘The problem with all
identities…is that they are potentially divisive. If I am English, I am not French, if I am Christian I am
not Muslim... And as we know so well this divisiveness can lead to war between nations, violence
between football crowds and foul abuse on social media…
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We are not just fellow citizens, we are from a Christian point of view made in the Divine image and
called to grow into the Divine likeness.’ And that changes everything.
The Gospel writer John presents this passage as an epilogue to his Gospel. An epilogue not an afterthought. And here, contained within this passage, we have a remarkable exchange of words between
Jesus and Peter; Peter betrayed Jesus, denying all knowledge of him; here as an act of forgiveness,
Peter is given a job to do: his work of discipleship is re-purposed and re-invigorated. Jesus’ three
questions: ‘do you love me?’ correspond to Peter’s three denials.
There is a command and a challenge, and Peter is tested to the limit: he feels hurt; Jesus is
addressing the pain, not wiping it clean, but tackling it head on in order to bring about the
transformation that discipleship holds out for each of us. And what lies at its heart: love, nothing
more, nothing less.
All of this says something very important about identity and formation, and what it means to be
‘Church’, particularly at this time.

In a chapter in a book on doing called Exploring Ordinary Theology, Nicholas Healy talks about the
relationship between leadership and the so-called ‘person in the pew’; he writes that, given huge
diversity in congregations and in leadership on a number of levels, ‘it cannot be enough for the
average Christian to attend church once a week, listen attentively (or not!) to the sermon, and be
passively guided in Christian living by their priest. Christians have little choice but to think things
through for themselves at times if they are truthfully to ‘embody’ the narrative of Jesus.
Each of us will need to engage – as we do – in an ongoing, ad hoc correlation between our personal
experiences and knowledges, and what we know of Christianity’ (pp. 16-17). The danger is, so Healy
goes on to discuss, that we reify the Church: it becomes an object rather than a reflection of the Body
of Christ in all its richness and diversity. To counter this, we need to hold a doctrine of grace as the
condition for the possibility of the Church – and note that deliberate future vision – we live in the
possibility of the Church; and that is exciting, because it points to the future, a future as yet unknown;
it means, that whatever our current pains may be, there is always the overwhelming reality of grace.
It means that as we give thanks for 125 years, we look forward to the next 125, and beyond that, in
hope. And we are called to be bearers of hope, a task even more important in our communities and
in our world today.
And this is all formed firstly through recognising our identity as disciples richly part of the Body of
Christ; and secondly recognising the love of God in our midst.
These two things: identity and love are front and centre to this epilogue of John’s Gospel.
While today we remember saints Peter and Paul, those giants of the faith, we must also hold to the
thought that they were souls whose lives were bound up unexpectedly perhaps undeservedly you
might even think in the case of Paul, into the mystery of God. Saul the persecutor became Paul the
believer; Peter the fisherman became the foundation for the church. This capacity for restoration and
repurposing lies at the very heart of the Gospel – people who are labeled
as refugees, immigrants, foreign, other –
these are all precious children in the eyes of God, each unique, each worthy of love because from
love they have been created, by love they are redeemed, and in love they are to be received by us
just as we ourselves would hope to be received.
That, in essence, is the headline of John 21. With all that has gone before particularly in the
relationship between Jesus and Peter; the love that Jesus holds out to Peter, that is demanded from
Peter, is the love that being a disciple requires. If, as Cathedral, as Diocese, you can continue to
focus on that, then we despite our diversity at times, will always live in the possibility of Church –
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the people that God is shaping us to be. Poetic words crafted by T S Eliot put it like this:
We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.
For God’s love, mercy and grace, unmerited and freely given to each of us, for the life of this
Cathedral Church these past 125 years and for the years to come,
Thanks be to God. Amen.
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