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I want to take you to Africa… I visited there for the first time last year… If you feel comfortable you might like
to close your eyes for a moment, but no falling asleep!
It’s early April and we’re on the shores of Lake Muhazi in Eastern Rwanda, it’s just after sunrise, & its
paradise, garden of Eden type paradise, the lush green sub-tropical vegetation, bougainvillea flowers the size
of dinner plates in every possible colour and shade dangle for the trees, it smells heavenly. The 60 km long
lake is like glass reflecting the morning sun, broken only by the bubbles & the occasional snort from Hippos
swimming a few meters off shore, its alive with the sounds of birds greeting the new day.
Have you got it? Beautiful isn’t it?
All right, now open your eyes, because I don’t want these next images to be too vivid: it’s April 1994, 22 years
ago, and we’re standing on the shore of Lake Muhazi in Eastern Rwanda. It’s just after sunrise and it’s not
paradise, but more like a war zone - 10,000 bodies and body pieces litter the shore or float lifeless in the
shallow water, which is not like glass, because it’s mixed with blood, the only sounds crying and screaming…
Over one million people were slaughtered in 100 days by their own countrymen: their neighbours, their family
members. The Rwandan Genocide against the Tutsis is a story of evil, human depravity and is a dark chapter
in modern history, as the word watched it unfold from afar and did almost nothing. Rwanda was completely
broken, one in eightof its citizens were dead or displaced, infrastructure was shattered and it left Rwanda the
poorest country in Africa. UN Secretary General Kofi Annan said after the Genocide “the World failed Rwanda
and we must deeply repent”.
+
Our readings this morning (Joshua 5.2-12, Psalm 32, 2 Corinthians 5.16-21, St Luke 15.11-32) are so rich,
and we could spend fruitful time unpacking and applying each one in depth but I’d like us to think about just a
few themes that I see emerge in some way across them all – forgiveness, compassion, new beginnings, and
the ministry of reconciliation:
In a dialogue between King David and the Lord, Psalm 32 - sung so beautifully for us this morning by our
Choir of Boys and Men, becomes a testimony of joy for God’s gift of forgiveness toward those who repent of
their sins.
In Joshua chapter 5, 40 years of wilderness wonderings come to an end and a new life, a new season, begins
for Israel in the land on Canaan. They have crossed the dry river banks of the Jordan and are finally in the
Promised Land. As they enter the new territory, Joshua oversees a massed circumcision with flint knives –
ouch! This somewhat painful sign reminded Israel of their distinctiveness as God’s covenant people, and so
full of meaning as God was literally delivering on his covenant promise – the Promised Land. The nature of
God’s providential care has also shifted, no longer was it confined to the literal gift of daily bread (manna) –
now it was present in the growing cycle of annual crops from which their harvest would feed them.
It was visible in how they put away their tents and could now build homes and communities of faith.
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A new chapter, a new beginning…
+
In our gospel reading, we hear that well-known story from Jesus, often referred to as the ‘prodigal son’.
This parable is unique to Luke’s gospel and is the third in a collection of parables about things that are lost…
a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son. There is no doubt that as hearers we are called to reflect on the
nature of what it’s like to have lost something precious and then experience the joy in finding it.
I’m not sure the title ‘prodigal son’ is the most obvious or helpful descriptor, because the focus of this story is
not on this “very naughty boy” (to pinch a line from Monty Python), but on the response he receives when he
arrives home. The parable is probably better described then as the “Forgiving Father” and is the most
amazing picture of God’s exceptional compassion, his willingness to forgive, and his amazing grace.
There would have been a big cultural surprise to the first hearers of this story and probably still today in parts
of the Middle East. Normally a Father waits to be addressed and shown a sign of respect before engaging
with his children, but listen to verse 20, “but while he (the son) was still a long way off, his father saw him and
was filled with compassion for him and ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him”.
The Father is so full of joy that he drapes himself around his son’s neck and welcomes him with hugs and
kisses. Exceptional compassion, a willingness to forgive, amazing grace. Of course this is set in stark contrast
to the reaction & response of the sooky, self-centred, judgmental and begrudging brother.
The not so subtle hint from Jesus as he speaks is “we’re meant to reflect the Fathers welcome & the Fathers
joy to those who are lost, the broken, the sinner”… we’re not be like the older son (and I confess I see myself
in his reaction all too often) - we’re to be like the Father in the Story, and ultimately the Father of the story
teller.
Those who come in repentance and faith can be assured that God runs to great us and wrap his arms around
us to welcome us home.
The wayward returning son is not deterred by his Father’s unexpected and affectionate response and he
begins to confess, but he doesn’t even get through his response before the father makes clear that “full
restoration” awaits.

+
“Restoration”: that is the definition of reconciliation, “bringing back together”, “repairing”, “fence mending”…
“restoring harmony”. In St Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, terms for the concept of reconciliation
appears five times in just three short verses.
Paul reminds the Corinthian church that if anyone is in Christ they are a new creation…
Perfectly reconciled to God through the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ, forgiven fully,
restored to friendship and to family relations with the creator of the world, embraced by the father.
They have a new beginning as citizens in the Kingdom of God. The word has a new King and the King has
ambassadors… Ambassadors are ranking officials, they are accredited to represent a government or cause.
They are not to represent their own interests but the interests of the cause.
Verse 19 says – “God has committed to us the message of reconciliation, as though God were making his
appeal through us.”
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We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors… and our message is a message of reconciliation.
In four weeks’ time I’ll be back in Rwanda with a group of Year 9, 10 and 11 boys from Trinity Grammar. We
are going to learn about the ministry of reconciliation first hand. Rwanda is a place where forgiveness,
compassion and reconciliation are lived every hour of every day. The people of Rwanda realised that there
was no future without forgives. They couldn’t be because anyone alive at the time of the Genocide, or today,
knows or lives near someone who killed or tortured someone they knew or loved.
Rwanda is now a remarkably different place. The end of the Genocide marked a new beginning. The colonial
labels of Hutu, Tutsi and Twa have been abandoned, and are now in fact illegal to use in public. The people of
Rwanda are Rwandans.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Highest percentage of women in parliament in the world (64%)
Corruption is not tolerated and is amongst the lowest in Africa
rapid and inclusive economic growth
life expectancy is up by 10 years
Child mortality is down by 50% the fastest decline on record
HIV and Malaria infection rates are incredibly low
The county’s government is secure and stable

This has lasted because the people are on board and because Rwanda’s a country has an developed vision
for itself - it’s called Rwanda2020 and it articulates what the country want to be and how it will get there. It has
purpose, its citizens are ambassadors for the vision they are making it a reality, they are transforming the
country by their words and actions every single day. It’s a vision of transformation.
Rwanda is far from perfect, and forgiveness and the desire to be reconciled is a choice made every day, but it
is a beacon of hope in Africa and a shining light to the world of what is possible.
+
The vision of this Cathedral is a vision of transformation too… “Together transforming our city and our
Diocese”.
It’s an audacious vison and one I’m proud to now be officially a part of as Associate Priest.
How will that happen, how is it happening… It’s from the Cathedral leadership team, from chapter – yes, but
also through you and me because we are ambassadors of Christ, we share in this work.
Ambassadors don’t just sit in their embassies, and reconciliation is not just something that happens - they are
calls to action… so what are we doing? We are moving away from past prejudices through new patterns of
understanding and respect, reparation and responsibility with our first peoples.
We remind ourselves and others every time we gather of the traditional owners of the land on which we meet
and pray, we progress with the cathedrals reconciliation action plan and Dean Andreas has already talked
th
about plans in this 125 anniversary year to recognise in a much more visible way the contribution of
Aboriginal people to the life of our community and nation.
It is seen through how we live together; how we love our neighbour & who we include rather than exclude in
our outreach – sharing the good news of Christ. Its multi-cultural and multi linguistic services, and women in
our choirs and the episcopate.
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It’s how we speak to others with whom we disagree – seeking to be salt and light building others up and not
tearing down.
It’s in how we encourage our city and our governments to offer education, provide jobs and opportunities that
have intrinsic worth and future building potential.
It’s how we care for the needy, the lonely, it’s our healing ministries, our partnerships with city parishes caring
for our most vulnerable, our welcome of the stranger in our midst – English conversation and friendship
classes, our advocacy and care for those fleeing danger and seeking refuge, and it’s by the spirit of our public
worship and our proclamation.
That is why St Paul names people of faith “Ambassadors of Christ”. It is a title whose primary meaning reflects
the active appeal and work to seek healing relationships with God and one another – grace filled
reconciliation.

+
What an incredible vision and what an incredible privilege to be called Ambassadors of Christ, forgiven people
tasked with the challenging but life giving ministry of reconciliation. Can there be a higher calling?
My prayer is that our Anglican schools, the Christian church, this Cathedral is so known for its transforming
work of reconciliation that we will become a place where people bring groups to visit, to experience it & to
learn how to do it better. That we will be a beacon of hope and a shining light of what is possible as we each
share the ministry of reconciliation with our city in word and deed. To the glory of God. Amen.
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