3 May 2020, Easter 4
Acts 2: 42 - 47; John 10: 1-10

(1 Peter 2: 19-25; Psalm 23)

Zoomed service 9.30am

1.
Abundant life: what are you looking forward to?

I wonder what you are looking forward to after the current crisis is over?  For those who have been bereaved, it may of course feel like the future holds little or nothing, but for the rest of us, I guess the answer will be different depending on our circumstances. For those in the front line, like two of our sons in law in the NHS, it may be a time when there is less pressure and anxiety at work. For our grandchildren, it will be when they can see their friends again and restart sporting activities. For their mother, when they return to school. For some of us, the chance to see family and friends – to go to the theatre, or even to church on Sunday. Zoom is all very well, but it is a poor substitute for actually meeting. 

Our lives are currently very restricted, and restriction is surely the opposite of abundance.  Jesus said he came that we might ‘have life, and have it abundantly.’ So what does this mean for us in our current situation?  In so many ways, everyday life for most of us in the affluent West is usually very full – full of opportunities. This is of course not so for many people in the world. I always remember that clever Christian Aid strapline: ‘We believe in life before death’. Clearly Jesus did too – and for everyone.
2.
Is this what Jesus means by abundant life? 
The reading from the first letter of Peter - set for today, although not one we heard read (reference on grapevine) - speaks of Jesus as our example. This example lies not just in his teaching, but in his life – and in his death. Peter speaks of the way Jesus endured unjust suffering as our example. From this, it is clear that the life that Jesus comes to give us is life that is marked not just by the enjoyment of good times, but by the way we face difficult times.

Jesus himself did not have a long life, or material comforts or opportunities – yet it is his life that he comes to give us. This was a life with two points of focus – God, and his fellow human beings. The gospel passage we heard this morning comes shortly after Jesus has healed a blind man, leading to considerable controversy. The Bible tells us that Jesus describes himself as the shepherd of the sheep in order to try to help them to understand – to cure their spiritual blindness. Yet they still do not understand, and shortly after this, they reject him and attempt to stone him. Are we any better, I wonder, at understanding the nature of the life that Jesus promises us?

3. 
The example of early disciples

Even his own disciples struggled with the words and example of Jesus, as we know. Yet after Pentecost, when they received his Spirit, the penny seems to have dropped, and their life, described in the book of Acts, bore witness to the abundant life that he had promised them. Their circumstances had not changed. They were still a motley group of ex-fishermen and others, but lived in a way that was distinctive. This life was centred on God; marked by sharing and mutual love and practical concern. It was joyful – we are told that they had ‘glad and generous hearts’. It is interesting that we currently hear something of this spirit of generous giving and self-sacrifice in the words of many health and social care workers today, despite the challenges and risks that they are facing at present.
The words and example of Jesus are not easy either to understand or to follow. Yet he promises a quality of life that is not bound by physical circumstances or opportunities. Of course it is easier to be loving and outgoing when things are comfortable or going well. Noone looks for hardship. Yet Jesus, the Good Shepherd, promises to be with us ‘in the valley of the shadow of death’ as well as by still waters – now when things are so difficult as well as in the good times. So whatever our hopes or fears for the days and months ahead, let us see if we can stay close to him now and then, and learn from him more about the life he came to bring, developing the capacity to receive his Spirit and to act in ways that bear witness to this.
Amen             
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This joyful Eastertide
The king of love my shepherd is
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