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April 22, 2012 – Third Sunday of Easter
Luke 24:36b-48

Philippians 4:8 encourages us to “think about…whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy….”  Think on these things.   Yet disappointment and discouragement seems to be more common to all humanity these days.  The problem isn’t one of bad news in the mass media, despite the abundance of stories on missing loved ones, presidential disapproval and the republican primaries, natural disasters with the slow recovery, our military in harm’s way, people and nations amidst health or security dangers, rumbles of atomic power with North Korea…the list is endless.  The real problem isn’t the trials and tragedies; it’s our inability to control evil.

A victory is achieved, but the cost is higher than anticipated or there are unforeseen consequences.  The trauma is over; now comes the long, tiresome task of recovery.  The tragedy doesn’t even have to be specifically ours.  We don’t live in the Midwest or Dexter, where tornados have ripped through communities, but we may have loved ones and friends in target areas and can even identify with a strangers pain that does trickle down to our own emotions and economics.

It may seem like disappointment, fear and dashed hopes are unique to our century.  Humanity does live as if history began with its generation, it’s part of human survival to focus on now.  But tragedy and disasters have happened since the creation.  How did Adam and Eve feel when Cain slew Able?  
Fresh in our minds is the Easter narrative with all the emotions the disciples must have felt.  Here stands Jesus in his post resurrection glory and we read “in their joy they were still disbelieving and still wondering.”  If the scripture had read “everyone believed and moved forward with a strong assurance of faith” we could easily dismiss the resurrection account a mere fantasy or wishful thinking, but some “still disbelieved and wondered”.  It’s difficult to have hope when we still sting from the pain and our minds rush ahead to the “what now” of the event.  We all need help of those who have moved out ahead of us.
One of the listening skills of a good counselor, or even good friends, is to hear what the other person is saying without our minds racing ahead to what we will say next.  It’s a human tendency to hear where we expect the conversation to go and then tune out to decide how we will respond or put in our “two cents worth”.  Here stands Jesus!  Instead of savoring the moment, of trying to grasp what Jesus is saying, we jump to “okay, Jesus is alive…but my best friend’s son just died in a roadside bombing in Iraq, my mother was told she has six months to live, the factory is closing our plant and my family has to move three states away if I want to keep my job, and it’s hard to sleep at night knowing at age 62 my skills have not kept pace with the technology.”

It’s a pretty depressing sermon so far.  But wait, the good news of Easter is true!  Jesus goes to great lengths to overcome the disciples doubt.  The Gospels recount a variety of reasons why the disciples had a difficult time believing that Jesus had indeed been raised from the dead. 

First, the “eleven” don’t believe the women’s report of what they were told at the tomb because it “seemed like an idle tale”.  There are some people we don’t believe simply because of prejudice and in Jesus’ day, a woman’s testimony held little credibility.  Jesus walked among them and let them witness for themselves.  He even prepared a breakfast for them and ate with them.

Another incidence is the travelers on the road to Emmaus who didn’t recognize Jesus walking with them until he “took bread, blessed, and broke it.”  It says “their eyes were kept from recognizing him” until they witnessed the familiar act of that first communion that last Passover.  Sometimes it takes something familiar for us to recognize a new reality.  I have served communion to people who were said to be “comatose” but the familiar words snap them right into the present.

When Jesus appears to the disciples in Jerusalem they were “terrified”, thinking that “they were seeing a ghost”.  Jesus patiently gives them time to touch, to see for themselves the reality of his physical body.  Yet, “in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering.”  We can’t get around the fact that the resurrection is an incredible event!

The resurrection of Jesus is a radical claim.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: “The fact that Christ was dead did not mean the possibility of their resurrection, but its impossibility; it was the void itself…. There is absolutely no transition or continuity between the dead, and the resurrect Christ, except the freedom of God which, in the beginning, creates his work out of nothing.”  This evil overcome is beyond our imagining, beyond our control.  Out of the worst that life can bring something wonderful has happened.  This is the real miracle. Out of the worst we can imagine…something unexpected and new has just walked out of the grave!

One of the older episodes of Dr. House, the physician noted for diagnosing bazar medical questions, is challenged to accurately diagnose a teen age boy whose symptoms are mixed with illusions of faith healing and whose life mixes with a young girl dying from cancer.  The closing credits roll over a score board that reads: “House – II / God – II”.  The age old question remains, how does God do it?  How does God overcome evil?  How is it that we can explain the virus from a boy attacking the tumor of a young girl to give her extra months of hope and life?  How is it we can explain x and y only to discover z remains a matter of mystery?

The real miracle of the resurrection is in the mystery.  Biblical scholar Eugene Peterson shares his own personal testimony in the birth of his granddaughter in the June/July 2000 issue of The Journal of Reformed Thought.  Peterson says:
“I have climbed mountain peaks that gave me views of glaciated mountains in wave after wave of ranges, but none of those breathtaking vistas was comparable to seeing a baby enter the world; I have heard the most delicate and exquisite birdsong and some of the best musicians in the world, but no sounds rivaled the cry of that baby.

I was a latecomer to the experience that is common to most fathers today, and common to the human race as a whole.  Does anyone ever get used to this?  I was captured by the wonder of life, the miracle of life, the mystery of life, the glory of life.

The day after the birth I was in the grocery store getting some vegetables and grains for the family.  There were several mothers shopping up and down the aisles with young children in tow – many of them were snarling and snapping at the over-lively, curiosity-filled, energy-splattering kids.  I wanted to grab the mothers, embrace them and say, ‘do you realize what you have done?  You have given birth to a child, a child – this miracle, this wonder, this glory?  You’re a Madonna!  Why aren’t you in awe and on your knees with the magi, with the shepherds?’  Luckily I restrain myself; ‘Madonna’ probably would not have had the same meaning for them as it had for me.”

We are in a war between dullness and astonishment.  The most critical issue facing Christians today is not abortion, pornography, the disintegration of the family, moral absolutes, MTV, drugs, racism, sexual identification or school prayer.  The critical issue is dullness.  We have lost our astonishment and the ability to share the wonder.  The Good News is no longer Good News, it’s okay news, just another religious belief among many.  Christianity is no longer life changing, it has received second place as life enhancing.  We tell people that Jesus doesn’t change people into wild-eyed radicals anymore; he changes people into nice people!


Is it any wonder people are not impressed by the resurrection?  Christianity is about a miracle.  What is your miracle story?  
(If there is time, go out to the congregation and invite people to share their miracle stories…if no time, invite them to think on it this week.)

