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(Readings: Isaiah 40: 1-9; 1 Peter 2: 2-10; John 14: 1-14)

I begin with a quote from Marianne Williamson – noted Author, Peace Activist, and Advocate for Non-violence – and someone who organises relief for sufferers with AIDS in the Los Angeles district.
“In every community there is work to be done.  In every nation there are wounds to heal. In every heart there is the power to do it.”

I’ll come back to this, later.

Today I begin with two stories. The first is my Grandmother’s story. SEE! I am holding up two stones – you could call them Living stones, as in the reading we heard read from the book of Peter…My Grandmother, Annie Lyle Young Killen, raised her five children – # 3 was my Mum- out at Wanaaring, west of Bourke.   In the 1890’s it was a three and a half day’s sulky ride from Bourke.  Now it is a three-hour car drive, on a dirt track – just for a 4WD, nothing less! Times were very harsh out there – droughts, plagues of rabbits, sheep and cattle dying, scarce food and water.  

There was a group of Aboriginal women who noticed the struggling white family, and took pity on them – and approached my Grandmother, and showed her how to rub two stones together to grind the oats, to make porridge- the family called it gr-oats, groats.

My Mother told me this story when I was small, and it didn’t really register – until I became a mature woman.  So, delving into this story has made me become a very grateful person – as I know NOW that I indirectly owe my life to the indigenous women who opened their hearts, at the end of the nineteenth century, to my first-generation Australian Grandmother.   I won’t be the only person in Australia with a story like this, either.  

Now this is my own story: in 1969 with nineteen other white Australians, and three Aboriginal Australians, I attended a six-week Training Conference in Singapore.  There were one hundred people from various Churches across Asia – from ten countries, including India, South Korea, Taiwan, The Philippines, Malaysia, to name some.  

At the closing ceremony, each of the national groups presented an expression of their own culture.  The Australians met as a group, and the three Aboriginals were very keen to create a drama depicting the white arrival to Australia.  
I remember how we acted our drama with the Aboriginals, as we shot them, and they lay dead on the ground.  We used red cloth to show their blood coming from their wounds.  All the Asian communities present were extremely shocked, and began to wrestle with our history and the invasion.  Most of all, though, what came through to the audience was the forgiveness our three Aboriginal colleagues offered to us as we showed our shame and remorse at what we whites had done.  It was a highly emotional time in the drama – when we all embraced each other, in love and forgiveness.  I have remembered this vividly, and re-lived it, often.  Something changed in all our hearts as we dramatised our National story.  It was as if we were truly bonded together for life.  

Now let’s turn to the reading from John’s gospel.  A lovely familiar passage.  The words that grabbed me afresh as I prepared myself for today reminded me as follows: verse 12 – when we believe we have the strength, the will, the Divine spark living within us, we can achieve far greater things/ works than even Jesus has accomplished.  For me, this can be, and is, a tall order, and hard to take in, to embody, and to live out.  

For example, I reflect on times when I have lacked confidence that something that I believe in, and am passionate about, will actually happen.  I think of times when I have felt weak, and not confident that anything positive could happen to improve the situation – for example some of the Parishes I’ve served in. I reflect on times when I have neglected my marriage, and not listened to my children, or supported them enough - when I have chosen ministry commitments as a priority – rather than my covenant with my family. This makes me sad and ashamed.  I have lived as a fearful person, not as a believer.   I’ll come back to this later.

Let us return to the journey of reconciliation as it relates to the journey of the indigenous community.  I suppose most of us have stories of sadness and despair over the slowness to see positive steps in real reconciliation between the first people and us newcomers.  

Peter Bennett, our resident Organist, who works as a Doctor with the South Australian Government at Indulkana, in far north South Australia (so he is there far more than he is here nowadays), said to me recently that he is now giving an iron supplement to the children at Indulkana, as their main daily diet is of iceblocks and lollies.  We all know stories of hopelessness within indigenous communities….  I wonder if you saw the evening news report early this week – of the Rev Dinyinni Gondarra, a Minister of our Church – standing alone outside Parliament House in London? Standing there as a witness to draw attention to the plight of his people in East Arnhem Land.  How his heart must be breaking for his people.  We could go on and on and document more gloom….

Now I return to myself.   It strikes me that this sense of inadequacy or weakness which I have spoken of, is of my own making. There are some good things I am doing, and then there are some areas I avoid or hold back.  When I take myself to task, and begin to trust in my inner strength and spiritual leadings, I can remove the fears and doubts about my ability to achieve my vision.  Sometimes, a colleague can encourage me; by pointing out I can let go, and be released from my leg ropes, my stumbling blocks.

It seems to me, then, that being reconciled with myself is the first stop on the way to reconciliation with others.   Remember the words from Peter’s letter to communities in dispersion: ‘like living stones, let yourself be built into a spiritual house.’

I read about Kylie Kwong, the maestro chef recently.  She does lots of charity work and mentoring to young chefs and is very focussed in her own personal life.  I quote ”if one’s own spiritual life is clear and sound, then every other level - mental, emotional, physical – falls into place.” 

So, when I am living as a fulfilled, reconciled person, living my life in its fullness and abundance, I begin to notice hope, in small ways around me.

It seems to follow that reconciliation with the first peoples of Australia is a bit like this, too.  There have been many stops and starts – an inspiring event I went to last year was a fund raising lunch to raise funds for fourteen postgraduate students at Sydney University. What a joy to see these young adults at our tables, and to hear their stories!

And friends, I ask you to consider this initiative of the Westpac Bank.  Our Organist today, Ross, is part of a strategy called, Westpac In The Community, with the Redfern Aboriginal community.  Ross calls it “ advising on the sidelines.” As part of the Indigenous Enterprises Partnership, mentoring CEO’s in the Aboriginal community, Ross sits on a committee at Tranby College in Glebe, and offers corporate knowledge, which is useful as the indigenous community establishes their self-sufficient businesses.  This is known as Empowerment Coaching. What a privilege for Ross, in which everyone involved will learn and be changed.  The wider Church too, is making efforts to remove its responsibility on its former Missions, and give all responsibility to the indigenous community – to organise their own Boards and Corporations.

Dear friends, reconciliation begins with us.  I invite you now, from your own experience, to think of one (even small) thing you’re grateful for.  In doing so, let go of anxieties and fears and obstacles you perceive, and hear the Word of hope offered to us – you are received and loved exactly as you are.  Then it follows we are reconciled with others. 

“We are all children of God – we are all meant to shine, as children do, to show the Glory of God within us.  It is not just in some of us; it’s in everyone.” Marianne Williamson again.

Today I will leave the last word from Paul.   God knows he had enough trials and life struggles, so his words do count. “Glory be to God whose power working in us can do infinitely more than we could ask or imagine. Glory be to God, from generation to generation, in the Church, and in Christ Jesus, for ever and ever. Amen.”

And so our journey continues. 

Isobel Bishop.
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