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I’ve recently come back from Germany where I’ve been leading a Luther tour and exploring 

aspects of our post-Reformation history and heritage as English religious people owing their 

origins to the work of continental reformers and musicians. And one important aspect to 

remind Methodists and those in the Reformed traditions was not just how much we owe to 

Luther and Calvin, but also to the German Pietists and Moravians. John Wesley only made a 

couple of trips overseas if you don’t count Ireland which he visited frequently. The first was 

to take the long trip across to Georgia in the Americas on that ill-fated missionary expedition 

to Savannah and its environs. The other shorter journey was to Herrnhut in 1738, soon after 

the conversion experiences he and his brother Charles had in London that year in May. Why 

did he go all that way? He wanted to find out more about the Moravians – the religious 

group he encountered at sea on board the good ship Simmons, who sang German hymns 

when the storms brewed and threatened to submerge the ship, whose confidence and faith 

shone out in a way that Wesley was yet to discover. And when he returned to England after 

the disastrous few years in Georgia, disillusioned and wondering what God wanted to do 

with him next, it was to a Moravian, Peter Bohler, he turned for spiritual conversations 

which convinced him to “preach faith till you have it”.  It was the fellowship with the 

Moravians at Fetter Lane which gave shape and content to the Methodist movement in the 

wake of the Aldersgate experiences.  

Meeting Count Zinzendorf at the recently established community at Herrnhut and engaging 

with their life together had a great impact on John Wesley when he took many of their ideas 

about community life at the heart of Christian discipleship to heart and incorporated them 

into his rules for holy living. And the motto of the Moravians was “Vicit agnus noster, eum 

sequamur”, “Our Lamb conquers, him we follow”.  The Lamb of God, the self-giving love of 

God in Christ’s self-sacrifice on the Cross was a central theme of Moravians teaching. The 

triumph of the Resurrection vindicates Christ’s life and teaching, his suffering and death as 

the servant foretold by the prophet Isaiah:  “like a lamb led to the slaughter”. But Jesus also 

pointed to the Father with whom he was one, the Shepherd of his people, the Good 

Shepherd, who cared for all his sheep as we have sung about. The one who causes us to lie 

down in green pastures,  the one who calls us into the safety of the sheepfold.  

And Jesus proclaims himself to be the “door of the sheepfold”. This is one of the I am 

sayings of Jesus that the evangelist John makes such a feature of his gospel, the pattern of 

sayings and discourses setting out the central themes of light and life. We mustn’t think 

though that John is persuading us to adopt a “pie-in-the-sky-when-you –die” approach to 



responding to his teaching. For it is clear that the new life he promises is starting here and 

now, if we but see and respond to Christ’s life giving message. The context of course helps 

us to enlarge our horizons and not contain our God in a box marked “for personal and future 

use only”.   

Jesus brings people in from the margins of his world and society 

 He encounters the Samaritan woman at the well  

 He meets the man blind from birth at the pool 

John describes how Jesus offers us a picture of new communities which break down barriers 

of gender, sexuality, race, religion and social status, including age and ability. New 

communities built around his promise of new life for those who trust this promise of life in 

all its fullness.   

I want briefly to say how communities were transformed in Jesus’ day, how communities 

are being transformed in his name today around the world, and what that means for us in 

this Christian Aid Week and the rest of the year.  

Transforming communities begins with the vision of a few people and others catching that 

vision. As John Bird did when he started the Big Issue and empowered many homeless 

people to do something to help themselves through the sale of that magazine, engaging 

with people on the streets in a positive and affirming way, giving back that sense of self-

worth. The gospel passage were heard reminds us of the bad practice of the old shepherds 

of Israel whose actions denied people the opportunity to flourish, in much the same way as 

some of the richer countries of the world treat trade talks and their relations with their 

poorer neighbours globally. In contrast the true shepherd, who enters by the gate, has a 

relationship with the flock based on trust, of knowing all by name, of caring for all so that 

none may be lost. In much the same way Jesus tells the story of the flock one of which has 

gone astray.  He goes after the one who is missing; he reminds us not to ignore the ones not 

in our midst: “they’ll none of them be missed” is a temptation for all of us in the affluent 

North.  

When we spent the week after Easter last year on Iona just at the time of lambing, we were 

made aware of how much tlc such sensitive and needy animals are if they are to flourish. 

Adequate food and plenty of protection. So too the needy countries of the world where the 

provision of health and education services, of adequate housing, sanitation and security, is 

often way below what we in the rich North have come to expect as our right and privilege.  

The early disciples were reminded of Jesus’ commission to Peter to “Feed my sheep” – yes a 

commission which impelled them to share the gospel to the ends of the earth – for all are 

promised this divine offer of abundant life. That passage in Acts 2 gives us an idea of how 

the vision of a few caught on in that communitarian sharing of resources, praying together, 

eating together and sharing what they had in common, setting aside deacons to distribute 



alms to the poor. Out of the strength of that togetherness springs social action as a natural 

fruit of the spirit of God moving within the renewed community living not for itself but for 

the world.  

Now for co-operatives in various parts of the world helped by Christian Aid and other 

agencies there is unity in strength. For such practical methods of sowing seed, pump 

priming, and aiding activity through advice offered and expertise shared, help develop self-

sufficiency among coffee growers in Nicaragua. As Martha reminds us of the benefits of 

training on how to manage a co-operative: “these skills will help us in the future”. 

Sopppexca, Christian Aid’s partner organisation in that country, helps poor famers to 

produce and process good-quality coffee and then market it nationally and internationally.  

We of course can help in two very practical ways:  

 We can give generously to CA so that its resources can help with training here and 

elsewhere around the world in enhancing skills for self-sufficiency  

 We can make conscious choices in what we buy and what we consume – FAIRTRADE 

choices through Traidcraft, Tear Fund and other organisations and encouraging our 

supermarkets to make ethical choices in what they stock, even if it costs us.  

CA opens doors for many around the world  

 Doors to self-sufficiency and safety  

 Doors to real change and moving from poverty to abundant life 

Jesus said: “I am the door to the sheepfold”.  

You may be left wondering why I started with the Moravians. I did so because we might 

come away with the impressions from their buildings and meeting places for work and 

worship that they were very insular communities. For their own brave experiment in holy 

living away from the distractions of the world around. And yet within 15 years of the 

establishment of that first settlement in Herrnhut, Moravian missionaries were working, 

preaching and serving not only in continental Europe and the British Isles but also in the 

Americas and the Caribbean, among the Hottentots in South Africa and as far away as Persia 

and Ceylon.  

As the  hymn reminds us:  

“We have a gospel to proclaim, good news for all throughout the earth.  

He sends his spirit on his church to live for him, the Lamb who died”.  

 

Part of our task is to take up the pastoral role of Jesus in being the good shepherd who 

brings fullness of life to those on the margins in this divided world, through our prayers, our 

gits, our practical action. But it will involve us in costly discipleship as those who follow the 



Christ who suffers and dies for the life of the world. And that requires us not only to reshape 

our own ecclesial communities so that they are Christ-like but also to build up others so that 

they too may experience the resurrection promise of eternal life starting here and now as 

co-workers with our Living Lord.  

We have no mission but to serve, in full obedience to our Lord;  

To care for all, without reserve, and spread the liberating Word.  

 

 


