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Sermon, Martyrs of New Guinea, Sunday, 5th September, 2021 

Holy Trinity, York 

 

Readings: Zephaniah 3:14-20; Psalm 130, Romans 8:33-39, John 12:20-32 
 
Hymns: All my hope on God is founded (TIS 560), Brother, Sister, let me be your servant too 
(650), For all the Saints who from their labours rest (455), O Jesus I have promised (595) 
 

During a symposium on Voluntary Assisted Dying organised by the Social Responsibilities 

Commission of the Anglican Diocese of Perth in 2019 one of the speakers, Archbishop Peter 

Carnley, former Archbishop of Perth; lamented in his address entitled “Some Unresolved Ethical 

Issues” the lack of any voice of the Church in moral matters over recent years; citing as one the 

reasons for this being the position the Church finds itself due to its failings as chronicled in the 

Report of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. 

 

Today, we commemorate quite the opposite situation.  Our commemoration of the Anglican Martyrs 

of New Guinea, while concentrating on eleven Anglican missionaries and workers, does not forget 

the over 300 other Christians martyred at the hands of the Japanese Imperial Army during the 

Second World War.  The story of the martyrdom of the Anglicans centres on a direction given by the 

Bishop of New Guinea, Bishop Philip Strong, to his staff with the advance of the Japanese armed 

forces through South-East Asia.  With the capture of Rabaul on 23rd January,1942, the danger was 

ever nearer and, as the Anglican Missions were working in the north-eastern regions of Papua, it 

was realised that they would be the first to suffer.  The population of Samarai, the commercial centre 

of Papua, 400 kilometres east of Port Moresby, was evacuated by Government order a few days 

later and, as the diocesan office was based there, the office was closed and transferred to Dogura, 

the Cathedral centre, on 30th January. 

 

On the day following this evacuation Bishop Strong thought it wise to broadcast a message to his 

staff.  After lunch he sat down to draft the message, and he records that he felt divinely inspired to 

give more than just a report.  As he took up his pen, the words of message came forth in full flood.  

At 3.30 p.m. he went on the air.  Having been duly notified, staff listened in to what was to become 

a famous message; at the time a controversial one but one not lacking in moral conviction.  After 

reporting that the diocesan office and base had been transferred from Samarai to Dogura, Bishop 

Strong went on: 

 

"As far as I know, you are all at your posts, and I am very glad and thankful about this.  I have, from 

the first, felt that we must endeavour to carry on our work in all circumstances, no matter what the 
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cost may ultimately be to any of us individually.  God expects this of us.  The Church at home, which 

sent us out, expects this of us.  The Universal Church expects it.  The tradition and history of 

missions requires it of us.  Missionaries who have been faithful to the uttermost and are now at rest 

are surely expecting it of us.  The people whom we serve expect it of us.  Our own consciences 

expect it of us.  We could never hold up our faces again if, for our own safety, we all forsook Him 

and fled when the shadows of the Passion began to gather round Him in His Spiritual and Mystical 

Body, the Church in Papua.  Our life in the future would be burdened with shame and we could not 

come back here and face our people again; and we would be conscious always of rejected 

opportunities. 

 

The history of the Church tells us that missionaries do not think of themselves in the hour of danger 

and crisis, but of the Master Who called them to give their all, and of the people whom He trusts 

them to serve and to love to the uttermost, even as He has served and loved to the uttermost.  His 

watchword is none the less true to-day as it was when He gave it to the first disciples, `Whosoever 

will save his life shall lose it, and whosoever will lose his life for My sake and the Gospel's shall find 

it.'  No one requires us to leave.  No one has required us to leave.  Our people need us now more 

than ever before in the whole history of the Mission. 

 

No, my brothers and sisters, fellow workers in Christ, whatever others may do, we cannot leave.  

We shall not leave.  We shall stay by our trust.  We shall stand by our vocation.  We do not know 

what it may mean to us.  Many already think us fools and mad.  What does that matter?  If we are 

fools, `we are fools for Christ's sake.' 

 

I cannot foretell the future.  I cannot guarantee that all will be well--that we shall all come through 

unscathed.  One thing only I can guarantee is that, if we do not forsake Christ here in Papua in His 

Body, the Church, He will not forsake us.  He will uphold us; He will sustain us; He will strengthen 

us, and He will guide and keep us through the days that lie ahead.  Let us trust and not be afraid." 

 

The Bishop's message was then duplicated and sent by land messengers to all stations which might 

not have been able to hear it by radio, so that all the people would be able to receive it.  The Bishop 

then visited all stations, often travelling at night to meet with and encourage his staff.  In August of 

that year, and in five separate incidents, Anglican expatriates and local staff were killed by the 

invading force. 

 

While the words of Bishop Strong are quite flowery and ecclesial, typical of another time and world, 

he is making a very strong moral statement that for him and his missionaries, almost all of whom 
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were involved in schooling and health care, there would be no leaving Papua & New Guinea in the 

face of the advancing Japanese Imperial Army.  They would not be fleeing and thereby abandoning 

their Papuan and New Guinean friends and supporters.  To do so would have suggested that the 

life of the missionary is more valuable than that of the local people; where would there have been 

any integrity in such action?  In a sense Bishop Strong was indicating, as couples do at a marriage, 

that the missionaries were in Papua and New Guinea, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer.  

For Bishop Strong and his missionaries there would be no abandonment, no cowardice; if it be the 

will of God that they might die as did their Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, they would do so, defiantly 

and in the confidence of their Faith. 

 

As to emphasis this point, speaking many years after the Second World War had concluded, in 

1981, at a Commemoration of the New Guinea Martyrs service in St Peter’s Eastern Hill in 

Melbourne, the then Archbishop Sir Philip Strong, using the magnificent stained-glass window in the 

north transept of St Peter's, a window commemorating the New Guinea Mission and the martyrs of 

1942, as his visual aid, recalled the words and actions of some of the missionaries who died; here 

are two accounts: 

 

Mavis Parkinson of the coastal station of Gona was one, and I remember how when I suggested to 

her some months before her martyrdom that she should be moved to an inland station which I 

thought might perhaps be safer, though it proved later that it would not have been so--how she 

implored me with tears in her eyes not to do so, saying, 'What will the children do if I go?' And then 

there was Lilla Lashmar of Sangara, who in her last letter to her mother a short time before the 

invasion, writing of the uncertainties of life then, said, 'I only want to be a good soldier of Jesus 

Christ'. 

 

It was my privilege as a teenager to meet Archbishop Strong, then Archbishop of Brisbane, when 

he confirmed my brother and sister.  He was a man of diminutive stature, but he was a fine preacher 

with a big and bold voice who could preach clearly, informatively and engagingly, for forty minutes 

without a single note. 

 

I mention this personal association because I think it is important to recognise what part these eleven 

and three hundred martyrs have in our national history.  When I was a young Queenslander, I was 

aware that the Japanese had sent a submarine into Sydney Harbour; that the Japanese naval 

advance southward had been checked for the first time during the Battle of the Coral Sea in early 

May, 1942.  The Coral Sea is bordered by Queensland, Vanuatu and New Caledonia, the Solomon 

Islands, and the Tasman Sea.  I was aware also that Papua New Guinea was invaded.  Greater 
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knowledge and appreciation of the Kokoda Trail came through the desire of Mr Keating, the Labor 

Prime Minister, who wished to move our focus and remembrances more toward Asia.  It was when 

I lived in Darwin in 1990-1 that I became aware of the Japanese bombing of Darwin, also known as 

the Battle of Darwin, which on 19th February 1942, was the largest single attack ever mounted by 

a foreign power on Australia.  When I came to Western Australia, I became aware of the attack on 

Broome in March, 1942; the closer to an event the more likely we are to be affected by it and 

remember it; perhaps logically and not surprisingly. 

 

Growing up in South East Queensland the Commemoration of the New Guinea Martyrs was a very 

important occasion for a number of reasons; first, some of the missionaries who died came from 

Southern Queensland, (the Science wing at Ipswich Girls’ Grammar School is named for Mavis 

Parkinson, one of the martyrs); secondly, Bishop Strong was now Archbishop of Brisbane and while 

he didn’t necessarily speak of the martyrdoms regularly you were conscious that he had been Bishop 

there during all of the Second World War, in fact for twenty-six years from 1936 to 1962; and thirdly, 

at the time of the martyrdoms and until 1976 the Anglican Church in Papua & New Guinea was part 

of the Anglican Province of Queensland along with the Northern Territory.  For that reason, the 

commemoration of the Martyrs of New Guinea became a part of my own Christian story. 

 

I believe they deserve to be an important part of all Australians’ stories for while we recall saints and 

martyrs throughout the history of the Church, we do well to be reminded that fellow Australians, 

people such as ourselves, have been prepared to pay the supreme sacrifice for the Faith they 

proclaim.  As Jesus says in our Gospel reading “Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I 

am, there will be my servant also”.  It is one of the great truths in life that as important as it might be 

to answer such questions as to where might I live, how might I live, and what would I live for, the 

greatest question to answer is for what would I die?  The martyrs whom we commemorate tonight 

knew their answer; I wonder if we do?  Our answer speaks of our moral convictions and our 

Faithfulness unto God! 

 


