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+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Today as we gather for worship, let us take a moment to bring before the Lord the 

concerns of the world, especially the unfolding crisis in Afghanistan, the series of 

disasters in Haiti, and the ongoing distresses of the pandemic. We pray that the 

Lord may have mercy on us, and that relief may come soon. As the faithful in this 

church, we know that the action of prayer can change things. We are all witnesses 

to the transformative power of prayer in our personal and corporate lives. Martin 

Luther King’s words, that to be a Christian without prayer is no more possible 

than to be alive without breathing, is a reminder of the vocation of every one of 

us to prayer. I call upon every one of you to pray and to keep praying for an end 

to the pandemic, for resilience in the people of the world, for compliance in 

restrictions even when they seem unwarranted, for the successful distribution 

and efficacy of the vaccines. And as we pray for these great things may we also 

ask the Lord for mercy on the people experiencing the calamities of natural 

disaster as they are in Haiti, and around the world the effects of the shifting 

climate. Human beings are vulnerable even when we think we are invincible. 

Animals and plants are fragile and easily destroyed. The ecosystem balances in a 

very delicate state. 

And would we ever think that we no longer need God? Such arrogant thoughts 

belong to those who believe that physical force will gain power and wealth and 

comforts. In the passage from the Letter to the Ephesians we hear that the real 

struggle is not against the physical, but beyond that, in the realm of the spiritual 

and cosmic. Jesus reminds us also in the gospel that the flesh is useless. It is the 

spirit that gives life. 

I think most of us cannot understand what motivates the terror-based actions in 

countries like Afghanistan. The speed of the takeover of the country by the 

Taliban this last week has been staggering to witness. The images of distress and 

fear in the people struggling to escape are heart wrenching. Just what has the last 
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twenty years of occupation by western military forces achieved? Remember the 

toppling of the world trade towers in 2001 and the instigation of the ‘War against 

terror’ – where are we now compared to then? How do the people feel who 

served in Afghanistan, the families whose loved members were killed or maimed 

in the conflict? Was it all for nothing? 

The militant takeover in Afghanistan is more sophisticated now, informed by 

western resources, education, politics. Yet the underlying message is as brutally 

clear today to the people seeking to break away from fundamentalist Islam as it 

was twenty years ago. As always in these circumstances the conditions are 

complex and will continue to unfold over the coming weeks and months. But for 

now, there is great need among the people and a humanitarian crisis that is only 

going to escalate. And so, we pray to the Lord God for deliverance for the people 

of Afghanistan, and as we do so, we remember the persecutions and oppression 

of many other groups in recent years – the Uyghur people, the Rohingya, the 

underpaid and overworked people in Bangladesh, India, China, Russia, the sex 

slaves, the child soldiers, the slave labourers, the black population in South Africa, 

the tribes in other African countries, First Nation Australians, Christians in 

minority countries… the list is exhaustive. 

Jesus raises the solution beyond the realm of the physical and the flesh. ‘The flesh 

is useless,’ he says, knowing that the conflicts on Earth can never be resolved with 

the weapons of war. The teaching is difficult for his followers who like we today, 

no matter our faith and hope, cannot really understand the spirit-flesh distinction. 

This section of John’s gospel is thick with the analogies of true bread and eternal 

life. Whoever eats this bread in the form of Jesus will live forever. The theme in 

this week’s section of gospel is life. We will live because Jesus is sent by the living 

Father, the God who gives life to Jesus, through whom we will live if we believe 

and eat of his bread. The spirit is the life-giver, the spirit makes the bread living 

bread, the bread of eternal life.  
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Paul’s teaching picks up the theme of the spirit as life-giver. We learn that even in 

the realm of the spiritual there is conflict. The spirit always moves before the 

flesh. The decision to act in a way that deprives another of freedom is made first 

in the spirit before it is inflicted on another in a physical way. The armour of God 

enables our spirit to be able to withstand the impulses of the flesh that would do 

harm. We are to be strong in the Lord, to listen to the word of God in our hearts 

before we make decisions to act in ways which affect others. If we are armed with 

the strength of God then our physical actions can lead to good, to the offering of 

compassion and love, to the upbuilding of others, and the encouragement to 

stand strong against the oppressors. If we fail to listen to God, or if we think we 

don’t need to be armed with our faith, to be strong in the Lord, that we can do it 

on our own, then we risk giving in to flesh that is not living, to the bitterness of 

tongue, the coldness of unloving, selfish desires, secret ambitions for power, the 

corruption of easy money, to the weapons of war and destruction. The endpoint 

of these things is pain, fear and the destruction of life. And so, we pray for the 

life-giving spirit and for the world that it may remember God and not try to be 

God.  

Remember that the spirit moves first and be ready for the living word that comes 

from abiding in the Lord Jesus. May this motivate you to act with integrity. Those 

who know that the flesh is useless in the quest for true life will listen for the wind 

of spirit blowing. May we believe that this spirit will dwell in us as we dwell in 

Jesus, the living bread of heaven. Like Peter, may we say, ‘Lord, to whom can we 

go? You have the words of eternal life.’  


