
Readings: Acts 11.1-18; Revelation 21.1-6; John 13.31-35 
 
On the train from Oxford a young man sitting by the window was crying.  Typically no one batted an 
eyelid.  It is broad daylight, a train full of people.  It is the middle of the day and no one is doing 
anything.  I reached across, touched him and asked him if he was ok.  Strained and tearful he said 
he was, and our journey continued, those around us continuing to read papers and books and sip 
cappuccinos.  As the train pulled into the station at Paddington an hour later, I asked God to let me 
know if more was needed.   
 
As we got our bags down from the rack above, the young man initiated the conversation and said 
thank you, and in the midst of strangers standing around us, we spoke together for a minute or so.  
He was studying in Oxford but it had all got too much.  A member of his family was coming to meet 
him off the train.  He looked exhausted and rung out.  I tried to reassure him that this happens to a 
lot of people, it was perfectly normal and maybe some time out would be good and that he’d 
probably go back when he was ready, much stronger.  He seemed comforted, I said ‘God bless’, he 
hoped I had a good afternoon, the train came to a halt at the platform and we got off and went on 
our ways.  It was enough and all that was needed.   
 

We are invited to cross the boundaries and barriers we set around ourselves every day, like this one 
on the train – the fear of vulnerability.  To look up from our book and acknowledge someone’s tears 
might mean we are vulnerable too.  There are barriers of fear and prejudice, of inequality, 
exploitation and exclusion all around us.  What happens when God challenges us and invites us 
across them to something new, to see his life breaking through? 
 

This brief example lifted my heart for the rest of the afternoon, because I sensed that God was in 
this meeting, however brief, and the meeting had changed something for him, as it had done for me.  
I am sure we can each think of similar experiences of our own. 
 
When Peter is called by God to go to the home of the faithful Gentile centurion, Cornelius, to bring 
him and his household the story of Jesus, Peter has to cross the boundaries that define his life and 
culture and faith tradition, barriers of prejudice and inequality.  What he discovers changes Peter 
and through his witness it challenges and changes the church in Jerusalem, as their eyes are opened 
to the radically inclusive love of God that is breaking in through the risen life of Jesus being lived 
out in this community.  And nothing can stop it. 
 

The keeping of the laws and traditions of the Jewish faith, were what had defined the chosen people 
of Israel and set them apart as God’s people.  What they were to eat and what was unclean, who they 
were to associate with and whose homes it was unacceptable for them to enter, these purity codes 
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carefully protected and affirmed their identity, and were marks of their faith in God, and Peter and 
the other Jewish converts continued to observe them faithfully.   
 

As Peter goes to tell Cornelius and his household about the story of Jesus, what he discovers 
confronts his prejudices and his eyes are opened to look on these people, not as outsiders, or 
unclean, but with the eyes of God, equally loved and included in God’s story.  Rather than defining 
himself as being ‘Not like them’ he sees as the Holy Spirit falls upon them that he is ‘Exactly like 
them’, because the only identity that matters now is being loved by God.  All the barriers are gone.   
 
I wonder who we might consider as ‘not like us’. 
  
This revelation is not just for Peter but a challenge for the whole church.  As Peter tells the story to 
the Jewish converts in Jerusalem, he risks criticism and division.  Why is he eating with the 
uncircumcised, these outsiders?  Step by step he invites them to experience and feel what he felt; his 
confusion at the mysterious vision, the prompting and activity of the Spirit, so that they ask 
themselves the same question he had asked ‘who am I that I could hinder God?’  He invites them to 
break through the barrier of their own prejudice and fear and ask themselves what kind of God 
welcomes Gentiles too.  And they find themselves in a place of new understanding and openness.   
 
And what about us?  Who are we that we could hinder God? 
 

We see people having courage to break down barriers of fear and prejudice around us.  This week 
Doreen Lawrence spoke here at St Martin’s at the twentieth anniversary of the death of her son 
Stephen, killed in a racist attack in this city, about the raw pain she and her family continue to live 
with as a result of his death.  For twenty years she has tirelessly campaigned for justice for her son, 
for social justice, challenging barriers of racism and prejudice, challenging institutions, and making 
those in positions of responsibility - in the police and in government and in the local community – 
address those things that makes the police and justice systems institutionally racist and prevent the 
full flourishing of disadvantaged young people.  Through the Stephen Lawrence charitable trust she 
has helped to create opportunities for young people like her son to realise their goals and their full 
potential as they overcome barriers of fear and exclusion and poverty and racism.  She is an 
ordinary woman whose son’s death has changed the nature of race relations in this country and has 
held up a mirror to our society and challenged us.  It has led to new ways of doing things and 
treating one another. 
 
The love of God breaks through with light and goodness and love in the place of death and it 
changes everything.  Jesus talks to his disciples about his glory, just at the point when darkness has 
fallen.  The setting is the Last Supper and Judas has just left them, and we hear the words ‘And it 
was night’.  We are at the lowest place.  
 

Like the moment we witnessed one of the Boston bombers putting his rucksack down on the ground 
and walking away two weeks ago, there is no turning back.  And just here is where God’s glory 
shines through most strongly.    
 



Jesus’ hour has come, his life and overwhelming love will be poured out on the cross, overcoming 
the darkest human acts of death and betrayal, overcoming all barriers of oppression, and fear and 
exclusion and prejudice and exploitation. 
 

At the centre is love.  Love of Father and Son.  Love for the world.  Love for us.  A love that is far 
greater than we can imagine, that breaks down all barriers and makes all things new.  On the cross 
we see the beginning of the new heaven and the new earth that we hear of in John’s vision.  And it 
also begins with this group of sometimes unlovely, fallible disciples gathered around Jesus and it 
begins with us.   
 

Jesus gives his disciples a new commandment; a new way to love that will change everything and 
make things new.  They are to love as he has loved.  To allow the love they have received define all 
that they are.  They are to pour out their lives for one another and allow that love to define their 
community and shine out of them for the world, facing barriers of inequality and exclusion and 
prejudice within the church, as Peter is soon to do, and in the world around.  They can do this 
because they have first been delighted and filled by Christ’s love for them.   
 
In a moment we will hear an anthem written by Annalise Roy, a member of this congregation, who 
wrote it when her twin girls were born and it was first sung here at their baptism.  Come New – it 
expresses the simple delight of new life breaking through.  The joy of new life in touch and smell 
and sound, all the senses engaged.   
 

The commandment to love requires us to love with all of ourselves, to pour out our lives and give 
God to each other.  That will mean facing fear, prejudice, injustice, and even death, within us and 
around us but it will also mean we will know what it means to be made new in Christ’s love.  A love 
that engages utterly with us, with all the senses, breaking down all our barriers and overcomes all 
our fears. 
A love that notices tears and mourning and pain, and wipes every tear from our eyes.   

Even the tears of a young man on a train.  
 
Come New… 
 
Come New  Annalise Roy 
 
Into my life come new, in smell, in colour, in song too. 
Come in body, come in mind, come in touch of thrilling kind, Alleluia! 
 
The Lord if faithful in all His words, and holy in all His works. 
The Lord is near to all who call upon Him, to all who call in truth, Alleluia! 
 
He will fulfil the desires of those who love Him. 
He also will hear their cry and save them. 
The Lord preserves all who love Him. Alleluia! 
 
In joy, in sleep’s spell, come, O you, Into my life come new. 


