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THE THIRD SUNDAY OF EASTER

20-20 Vision
Acts 3:12-19; Luke 24:36-48

I have often thought that the biblical writers were linguistic masters–poets as
well as historians, biographers, storytellers, and evangelists.  One of the
characteristics I love about both the Hebrew and Greek languages is that they are
able to paint a picture with a few carefully chosen words.

For instance, this story we have just heard tells us about the disciples initial
reaction upon seeing Jesus following his resurrection.  Two followers, on the way
home to Emmaus, discuss the reports of Jesus’ resurrection and all the events that
preceded it.  A stranger joins them on the road and helps them to put everything in
perspective.  It is the Risen Christ himself, but they do not recognize him.  It is only
as they break bread together at supper that their eyes are opened and they see him
for who he is.  He vanishes and they rush back to Jerusalem to tell the others.  While
they are still breathlessly recounting their experience, Jesus himself appears among
them and blesses them with peace–shalom–the prayer for wholeness.
Understandably, they think this apparition in front of them is anything but whole–they
are certain they are seeing a ghost.  Jesus invites them to look at his hands and
side, even to touch him and see that he is flesh.  Their excitement grows, but so
does their skepticism.  They literally cannot believe what they see.  Luke captures
this moment in a magnificent phrase: “While in their joy they were disbelieving and
still wondering . . . .” (v. 41) Isn’t that a phenomenal image? 

“While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering . . . .”   I read
these words and think immediately of the NPR listeners who win a trip to Paris or
London or the destination of their choice.  Eric Hodge calls them on the phone to tell
them the good news and practically to the person they respond, “Are you kidding?
Is this a joke?  I can’t believe it!  Are you serious?”  In their joy they are disbelieving.
Sometimes when a tragedy occurs–a plane crash, earthquake, tornado, or some
other event where few people are expected to survive–and a waiting and worrying
family is given the good news that their loved one is safe, they react with disbelieving
joy.  The news is too good to be true.  Our natural filters and safeguards and
understanding of reality tell us that there is no way what has been told is true, but our
hearts want to believe . . . and do!

Disbelieving joy.  I think that is what most of us experience during Easter.
Michael Jinkins, now President of Louisville Presbyterian Seminary in Kentucky, tells
about the Easter he was a pastoral assistant at a church in Scotland as he worked
on a Ph.D. in systematic theology.  As Easter Sunday approached, he realized he
had a problem.  The problem was that he did not believe the resurrection.  It simply
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did not add up for him given what he knew about life and death and human bodies
and medical science.  It was not that he did not believe in God and in his Son Jesus
Christ who lived among us in the flesh.  He just did not believe the physical aspects
of the resurrection.  Obviously he was relieved that he did not have to preach on
Easter morning.  But when the pastor of the congregation did step into the pulpit,
Jinkins felt as if he were reading his mind for the wise minister began his sermon
saying, “You know, the disciples couldn’t believe it either.”1

Disbelieving joy.  The disciples were there with Jesus.  They had the
opportunity to see him and touch him.  They were joyful at the thought that Jesus
was alive.  But they still did not believe.  Why should they believe?  Nothing had
changed in Jerusalem on that Sunday morning except the fact that there were three
fewer people in the city, Jesus and the two thieves having been buried on Friday.
Why should they believe?  Would you change your mind about anything based on
a vision, a dream, hearsay – a ghost?

I don’t have much experience with ghosts, I am happy to say.  I enjoyed
watching Casper the Friendly Ghost as a child, but he was friendly, after all.  The
ghosts in the Harry Potter series fit our stereotypes about ghosts and how they must
look and act, but none of those ghosts was to be taken too seriously.  There are
generally ghosts in all horror movies, but such movies are not my favorite genre.
There was, however, that one time I wondered if I had seen a ghost.

I was a month or two shy of being a full eight years old.  It was the first night
or two in our new house which was located outside of town, completely surrounded
by woods on all sides.  Neighbors were several hundred yards away; not nearly so
close as the ten or fifteen yards that separated the houses in our old neighborhood.

I went to sleep listening to that brand new house pop and crack as it settled
onto its new foundation.  At some point during the night, I woke up to see what I was
certain was a man in military fatigues standing in the doorway of the bedroom I
shared with my twelve year old brother.  I immediately did what any courageous
eight year old would do–I pulled the covers over my head.  After a few moments, I
peeked out but saw nothing.  I whispered loudly to my brother to wake him up and
warn him that there was a strange man in the house.  He responded as any twelve
year old who was awakened by a pesky little brother would: “Shut up and go back
to sleep!”  I lay there for the longest time waiting to hear some commotion–screams,
struggles, anything.  At some point my weariness took over and I dozed off to sleep.
When I awoke in the morning, everyone in the family was present and accounted for
and no evidence of an intruder was to be found.

I told one of my teachers at church what had happened and was delighted to
know that she had had a similar experience.  The only difference was that she kept
her eyes open and watched her “intruder” who eventually began to vanish bit by bit.
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Apparently my eyes and my mind were playing tricks on me.  Ghost or not, what I
experienced that night was terrifying.

So I cannot really blame the disciples for being skeptical about what they
thought they were seeing.  After all, how many people have you known who have
come back from the dead?  Disbelieving joy sounds like a reasonable initial reaction
to me.

Apparently Jesus understood.  Perhaps wanting to dazzle them a bit or simply
have a little fun,  he asked if they had a piece of broiled fish he could eat.  If you
have ever seen the movie Casper, you will remember the scene in which three
mischievous ghosts gorged themselves on doughnuts, cookies, and other goodies.
They obviously enjoyed the taste, but everything they ate went right through them
into a messy heap on the floor.  Surely Jesus knew the disciples thought the same
thing would happen if this ghost-Jesus ate a piece of fish.  They must have held their
breath as the fish went down and sighed with relief and joy as Jesus licked his lips,
complimented the cook, and was ready to get on with business.  Jesus was not a
ghost and certainly was not one of whom to be afraid.

The trick worked!  Once they took a good look, once they touched him and
saw him for who he was, once they witnessed him eat the fish, the disciples
believed.  Jesus was able to open their minds and hearts and the disciples began
to change.  They moved from disbelieving joy to the pure joy of belief.  They had also
experienced a resurrection to new life.

It may well be that many of us arrive at Easter with disbelieving joy.  We want
it to be true that Jesus was raised from the dead.  We want it to mean that we also
have an opportunity for a new life here on earth and beyond.  Like the man who
begged Jesus to heal his epileptic son, we, too, pray, “I believe; help my unbelief”
(Mark 9:24).  

If we truly want to believe, if we want to see Jesus for who he is, we have to
open our hearts and minds.  We have to look carefully at Jesus, touch him, and
discover that he is alive with us.

Peter and John experienced an incident involving disbelieving joy.  Shortly
after Jesus was raised from the dead, as they were going to the temple to worship,
they encountered a beggar at the Beautiful Gate.  Every day a few friends would
carry this fellow to the temple area and set him up so he could gather some money
to support himself.  When Peter and John passed by, the man asked them for some
money.  Peter, obviously a Baptist at this point, answered,  “Silver and gold have I
none, but what I have I will give to you.”  (That is one scripture folks have memorized
and quoted for two millennia!)  Peter and John offered the man what they
had–healing power in Christ’s name–and he accepted.  The result was immediate.
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The man rose to his feet, leaped in the air, and then probably danced his way into
the temple.

Of course the people who had seen him sitting beside the gate day by day,
year after year, could not believe their eyes.  This  guy who was lame  was jumping,
leaping, and singing praises to God.  Disbelieving joy.  Those who knew him and
cared for him, recognized the miracle.  They believed with joy!

In order to live as Easter people, not only do we have to see Jesus for who he
is, we also have to see one another for who we really are.  Writing in one of the
Epistles which bears his name, John reminds us, “See what love the Father has
given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are.  The
reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him” (I John 3:1).  We
cannot know the Risen Christ until we look at him, touch him, and know him.  In the
same way, we cannot truly know one another until we look at one another through
Christ’s eyes because only then we will see each other as God’s children and our
brothers and sisters.

Resurrection for us means not only that our lives are changed and our eternal
future is secure, but also that the ways in which we look at one another have
changed.  We are supposed to see one another with clearer vision, looking past the
layers of reputation, bias, or prejudice that may have been heaped upon us to see
the child of God within.

Years ago, a man I know had just moved into a new home and was working
in his yard.  He noticed a fellow next door working hard and doing a good job and
asked if he would be interested in taking care of his yard.  The man turned out to be
the owner of the home and a surgeon at the local hospital.  There was
embarrassment all the way around.  On the flip side of that equation, on occasion
I have been mistaken for a physician when visiting parishioners in the hospital.  You
certainly don’t want to make that mistake!

The point is that appearance, skin color, race, ethnicity, religion, gender,
sexuality, and a host of other factors often pre-determine for us who a particular
person is and what they are about.  We sometimes assume that homeless people
are lazy bums until we meet a few men and women who lost their jobs, lost their
families, simply lost their way in life and had nowhere to turn but the street.  We
sometimes assume that every person in jail is guilty and that every felon is
unredeemable, far beyond the power of God’s grace.

We sometimes assume that anyone wearing baggy pants and dreadlocks is
a gang member, that a stay-at-home mother understands nothing about world
affairs, that anyone of Middle Eastern descent is a terrorist.  We assume that our
understanding of the world, our way of living, is the only way to live.  But that is Good
Friday thinking and on Good Friday there is no room for a risen Savior.  For Easter
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people, however, our hearts and minds are open for the Risen Christ to become a
reality.  Likewise as Easter people, we must open our hearts and minds to see other
people for who they truly are.

A good example of the ways in which we foist our understanding of life onto
other people is the so-called “Amendment One” which is on voting ballots in our
state.  Because some people are unwilling to see and touch and get to know other
people who understand one aspect of life differently, they are willing to change our
state constitution and make life much more difficult and, in some cases, more
dangerous for many people.  Marriage is a sacred relationship, but it is not an
institution–it is a relationship, a covenant between two people and God.  For us it is
a religious covenant and rightly so.  But in our state it is a legal covenant which
brings with it certain responsibilities, privileges, and protections.  Because some
people cannot fathom that two people of the same gender can fall in love and enjoy
a healthy and fulfilling relationship, they want to deny certain protections and
privileges to a host of other people who live in relationships that are also not
traditional.

The passage of this amendment could potentially jeopardize the welfare of
children.  Children of unmarried parents could lose their health care and prescription
drug coverage, a child could be taken away from a committed parent if the other
parent dies, and child custody and visitation rights to protect a child could be lost.
This amendment could place many unmarried women in physical jeopardy for it
would mean that domestic violence protections would apply only to married women.
This amendment would affect senior adults who might lose benefits if forced to marry
in order to retain their protections under law.  It will put at risk the benefits companies
are willing to offer to couples who are same-gender or unmarried.  It may prevent
new economic growth.  It will certainly stunt our sense of justice and promote
discrimination.

As Baptists we have always opposed any attempts by the state to control
religious practices and by the church to control government activities.  Baptists have,
however, always encouraged a healthy debate between church and state to achieve
justice and fairness for all people.  Thus, as people of faith, it is incumbent upon us
to seek to protect people who are vulnerable or discriminated against.  This
amendment could hurt many people.

It is not an issue of whether or not you agree with a particular lifestyle.  It is an
issue of how you see other people in the world.  Do you look through your own
sometimes biased eyes or do you look through the eyes of Christ.  If we see and
touch and get to know people who are different from us, will we not discover a
brother or sister in Christ who might have something to teach us?  When we do so,
our first reaction might be disbelieving joy–a reaction of finding it hard to believe that
we could discover goodness in someone so different.  But by Christ’s transforming
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love that feeling will soon change to joyful belief as we discover a new friend in
Christ and a new outlook on the world.

This past week I was reminded of that scene in the movie, Lion in Winter, in
which Eleanor of Aquitaine, wife of King Henry II of England, says, “In a world where
carpenters get resurrected, anything is possible.”2  Indeed it is!

The disciples did not believe at first either, but they allowed Jesus to change
their perspective on the world.  Can we do anything less?  Look, see, touch that God
might change the ways in which we see Jesus and one another.  Amen.



April 22, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of Creation, in this season of new life, the brilliance of your world cries out
with color and song, and the women running from the empty tomb invite us to join
the chorus of praise that Christ is risen indeed!  We have once again seen evidence
of your promises fulfilled, and we, like the first disciples, stare in awe that the Risen
Christ, who is the Author of life, stands among us.  Though our lives bear witness to
the abundance of your gifts to us, O God, in humility, we profess our faith that your
redemptive work is not done, but that you continue to transform us in your image, to
breathe into us life, to mold  us into new creations.  Because we have received this
glorious news of renewal and hope, may everything we do and say declare the truth
of Christ's Resurrection and express our gratitude for your goodness to us.

But even as we claim the joy that is ours in this Easter season, we recognize,
Merciful God, that there are some for whom even the marvelous news of resurrection
cannot remove their doubts and fears.  The darkness of the tomb still seems to
envelop them because of illness or grief, poverty or hopelessness, violence or
oppression.  As heirs of your resurrection grace, grant us the courage and the
strength, O God, to share your good news with all who need to hear it: to tend the
wounds of those who are hurting, to loose the shackles of those who are bound in
body or in spirit, to walk as companions beside the lonely, to speak peace in the
midst of chaos.

With the boldness of those first witnesses, may we proclaim the extraordinary
news of our encounter with the risen Christ.  With our hearts filled with the joy of
ones who have received grace beyond measure, empower us to go out from this
place to share this hopeful, wondrous, life-changing news–Christ is risen!  He is risen
indeed!  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


