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He opened their minds … So that they could speak with their lives 

Reading from the Gospels:  Luke 24:36-48 

I had the privilege to see a joy inspiring video this week taken 

during the recent relationtrip to Haiti. One of our youth, Emily Tsonda, 

was engaging a number of Haitian students in the timeless game 

without borders called red hands, hand slaps, slap jack, or as it is 

known in Northern U.K., red tomato.  Both players extend their arms, 

one player palms up, the other palms down (resting on the palms of 

player one).  

The game’s challenge is for the palms up contestant to slap the 

backhands of the opponent before they can pull their hands away. I 

don’t know that a score is ever kept but if you play long enough, or if 

you are particularly slow-handed, you discover how the game got its 

name – red hands. The game’s genius is that any language barriers are 

drowned out by laughter, as was the case in Bayonnais. 

I mention the game, not only to celebrate the relationships formed 

on the Haitian Relationtrip, but also because I wouldn’t be surprised if 

the risen Jesus had employed red hands in trying to make the point to 

his bewildered disciples that he was in fact risen and that he was in fact 
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Jesus, because just appearing before them didn’t seem to be getting the 

job done. 

It had been a chaotic few days in Jerusalem. The charismatic, 

miracle-producing, rock-your-world rabbi from Nazareth had been 

seized by both the sacred and secular power-wielding potentates of 

Jerusalem. Tried, beaten, crucified, and buried in a tomb, it seemed 

that hope was dead and prospects for a new Jerusalem, out from under 

the domination of Rome, abruptly appeared as likely as a dead man 

quaffing a fish sandwich, or so one would assume. 

Disciples scattered and hid; women fretted over funeral 

arrangements; rulers tightened security; temple officials patted 

themselves on the back; and those who had followed the rabbi from 

Galilee found themselves drowning in a vat of mixed emotions including 

grief, horror, anger, disillusionment, confusion, suspicion, and fear.  

And then, bizarre partnered with chaotic so that the world 

appeared to Christ followers like a Jackson Pollack painting. It was a 

hot mess. The women spoke of an empty tomb, haute-couture angels, 

and a claim of a risen rabbi. Not a chance, said the disciples, but that 
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didn’t stop them from going to take a look themselves. Then we read of 

an aborted trip to Emmaus, with two Christ followers racing back to 

Jerusalem and claiming that some dude who had hitched a ride with 

them at a truck stop along the way turned out to be none other than 

Jesus, or at least they were pretty sure it was Jesus. He disappeared 

before they could ask for ID. So, imagine all these people gathered 

together in one room. The fly on the wall is probably wishing he’d 

remembered his noise cancelling headphones.  

You know what it’s like to be in a room with a bunch of people 

following any manner of unsettling events  —  An accident, an arrest, a 

layoff notice, a death, an ambulance in the neighborhood, the angry 

town hall meeting  —  Everyone competing to add their piece to the 

jigsaw puzzle of sightings, rumors, and conspiracy theories, not to 

mention those anxious folks bemoaning the uncertainties of what in the 

world they are supposed to do now. You’ve been there. The decibels 

spike as the harried and hyper souls try to talk over, past, or around 

one another. 

Panicked pandemonium. It is into this setting that the risen Jesus 

chooses to drop in for a visit. It’s like those movie and sitcom scenes 
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where everyone is all abuzz over a missing friend or a guest of honor 

that apparently hasn’t arrived, and in their helter-skelter efforts at 

crisis management, they don’t realize the missing guest is standing in 

the midst of them.  

Luke says, “While they were talking about this, Jesus himself 

stood among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’ They were 

startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost.”  

The one for whom they had left everything to follow and serve; the 

one who had drawn the crowds; the one with whom they had broken 

bread; with whom they had prayed; the one whose miracles they had 

witnessed; whose teachings they had soaked in; the one whose arrest 

and execution had broken their hearts and spirits; this missing 

itinerant rabbi named Jesus was standing right in the midst of them 

and it was more than their senses much less their brains could 

assimilate. 

“They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were 

seeing a ghost.” I’m thinking of the classic cartoons, be it Foghorn 

Leghorn, Sylvester, Wiley Coyote, or Elmer Fudd violently shaking 
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their heads to the soundtrack of jowls flapping and vigorously rubbing 

their eyes, assuming they are seeing a hallucination. Was Jesus’ 

appearance somehow altered or was it that their brains just couldn’t 

catch up to such good news? Though the women had reported it and two 

of the disciples had confirmed it, the sight of a was dead/now alive 

Jesus standing right in front of them was too much. “It’s me, Jesus!” It’s 

like when you’re greeting a toddler and they give you that sideways 

whatchu-talkin’-bout-Willis? glare. They’re not buying it.  

Jesus has to go to great lengths to convince them that (1) He is 

Jesus and (2) He is alive. Jesus says, "Why are you frightened, and why 

do doubts arise in your hearts? Look at my hands and my feet; see that 

it is I myself. Touch me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and 

bones as you see that I have."  

The disciples at least crack a smile with this, but still, Luke tells 

us they were disbelieving and wondering. It’s understandable. If my 

dear departed grandfather shows up singing Yes, we have no bananas 

today, just like he taught us 50 years ago, I’m assuming those weren’t 

your normal garden variety mushrooms on that pizza I just ate. “Why 
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do doubts arise in your hearts?” Really, Jesus? Put yourself in our 

position and you’d be a bit baffled, too.  

So, Jesus tries again. “Have you got anything in the fridge?” I 

mean, if the guy gets hungry, has a digestive tract, and chooses fish 

over White Castle, you have to accept that this may just be a living 

being that has the sensation of hunger and possesses at least of 

modicum of taste. As Peter Marty puts it, “If the disciples are looking 

for God to be some wispy spiritual being, or philosophical concept, or 

metaphor, or ghost, what they get instead is the Lord of heaven and 

earth chewing on tilapia Galilaea.” (Peter Marty, The Christian Century) And if 

that doesn’t convince them, I can see Jesus beckoning Peter, “Yo, Petey, 

put out your palms.” 

This personal, physical encounter with a living, breathing, eating, 

digesting, sinewy, sensate, muscle-wrapped skeleton that speaks, sees, 

touches, and smells, and is the very same Jesus they had encountered 

on the shores of Galilee, changes everything for the disciples, becomes 

the cornerstone for Christ’s church, and remains as the fundamental 

truth that forms the identity and fuels the lives of those who call Christ 

Lord, Savior, Redeemer, Son of God.   
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Listen to the message translation of Paul’s take on the 

resurrection in 1 Corinthians: “Face it - if there's no resurrection for 

Christ, everything we've told you is smoke and mirrors, and everything 

you've staked your life on is smoke and mirrors. 15 Not only that, but 

we would be guilty of telling a string of barefaced lies about God, all 

these affidavits we passed on to you verifying that God raised up Christ 

- sheer fabrications, if there's no resurrection. 16 If corpses can't be 

raised, then Christ wasn't, because he was indeed dead. 17 And if 

Christ wasn't raised, then all you're doing is wandering about in the 

dark, as lost as ever … 19 If all we get out of Christ is a little 

inspiration for a few short years, we're a pretty sorry lot.” 

The great novelist John Updike says much the same in his poem, 

Seven Stanzas at Easter: 

Make no mistake: if He rose at all 

it was as His body; 

if the cells’ dissolution did not reverse, the molecules 

reknit, the amino acids rekindle, 

the Church will fall. (From: The Christian Century) 

  Though it took a little bit of effort for them to assimilate what 

was taking place before their eyes, the encounter with the risen seafood 

savoring savior changed everything for the disciples and when 
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assimilated through the power of God’s Spirit, it changes everything for 

us, too. 

In an article published in the Wall Street Journal, George Weigel 

recounts the purported vision of Constantine in 312 just before his 

victory at the Battle of the Milvian Bridge which consolidated his 

control of the Roman Empire. The vision supposedly inspired 

Constantine to end all legal sanctions against the public profession of 

Christianity.   

In truth, Constantine’s decision may well have been more about 

politics than religious fervor. Constantine was a politician and he could 

read the polls. By the early 4th Century, Christians made up from 25-

50% of the empire’s population, and so giving legitimacy to the 

Christians was a shrewd move. However, what’s amazing here is that in 

such a short period of time, historically speaking, a room of panicked 

and confused and doubt ridden Christ followers became a societal 

presence so significant that the mighty Roman emperor would make 

accommodation for it.  



 

 

9 

9 

That’s the power of resurrection. The timid become bold; the 

stingy become generous; the self-involved become self-giving; attitudes 

of exclusivity become communities of inclusivity, hospitality, and 

welcome; the doubters find faith in such a way and in such a number 

that the rulers of the earth take notice of them and give credence  to 

them.  

To the question of how a ragtag band of nobodies became such a 

dominant force in two and a half centuries, Weigel points to Dr. Rodney 

Stark of Baylor University, who argues that “Christianity modeled a 

nobler way of life than what was on offer elsewhere in the rather brutal 

society of the day. In Christianity, women were respected as they 

weren’t in classical culture and played a critical role in bringing men to 

the faith and attracting converts. In an age of plagues, the readiness of 

Christians to care for all the sick, not just their own, was a factor, as 

was the impressive witness to faith of countless martyrs.” (George Weigel, 

The Wall Street Journal) It was a new, unique, almost otherworldly, and most 

compelling witness to a nobler way to live. And it is no less true and no 

less compelling and no less noble and needed today.  
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How did all this modelling of a nobler and compelling way of life 

get started? Weigel and Stark call it the Easter Effect and point us back 

to that panicked and befuddled collection of nobodies in that room in 

Jerusalem. There is no accounting for the rise of Christianity without 

weighing the revolutionary effect on those nobodies of what they called 

“the Resurrection,” i.e. their encounter with the one whom they 

embraced as the Risen Lord, whom they first knew as the itinerant 

Jewish rabbi, Jesus of Nazareth, and who died an agonizing and 

shameful death on a Roman cross outside Jerusalem. As biblical scholar 

N.T. Wright makes clear, that first generation answered the question of 

why they were Christians with a straightforward answer: because Jesus 

was raised from the dead. Their encounter with the risen Jesus changed 

everything for them 

Sure, those first disciples scrambled to catch up with what was 

happening before their very eyes, but there is no doubt that their 

understanding of time and purpose, their outlook on the world and their 

place in it were transformed in that encounter, an encounter that is no 

less transformative and world-changing for all who encounter the living 

Christ today.  
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And it wasn’t just the sight of Jesus that changed them, for Luke 

reports that Jesus “opened their minds to understand the scriptures.” 

Taking them from the narrative of Moses through the Prophets and 

Psalms and the witness of his own life, Jesus opened their minds to 

their true identity and mission and then tells them, “You are witnesses 

of these things,” and he says they will carry that witness to the ends of 

the earth. 

Why are we here? The zip code is different, but this is that same 

room in Jerusalem. Why do we urge you to be here as we gather around 

the living Word of Jesus Christ? We believe the living, risen Christ is 

present with us, opening our minds to the scriptures, transforming our 

hearts to equip us as witnesses to a nobler way of life, a life modeled 

according to the character of Jesus, a life built upon the self giving love 

of Jesus, a nobler life offered to the world in a way that can literally 

change the world. Amen.  

 

    

 


