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Acts 3:12-19, 1 John 3:1-7, Psalm 4, Luke 24:36b-48

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


 Brett Blair shares the following story. One day a teacher was asking the kids in her fourth grade class to name the person whom they considered the greatest human being alive in the world today—the response was rapid and varied.

 
A boy spoke up and said, “I think it’s Tiger Woods.  He’s the greatest golfer in the world ,ever.” 

A girl added, “I think it’s the Pope because he cares for people and doesn’t get paid for it at all.”  

Another girl said, “I think it’s President Obama because he’s the President of the United States and the United States is the greatest country in the world.”

And yet another boy said, “I think it’s my mom because she takes care of me and my brother.”  Over and over  the kids cited one celebrity after another until it was Donnie’s turn.

Without hesitating, when the teacher asked him the question, he replied, “Well, I think it’s Jesus Christ because he loves everybody and is always ready to help them.”

Mrs. Thompson smiled and said, “Well, I certainly like your answer, Donnie, because I love Jesus as well. But there’s one slight thing that’s wrong.  I said the greatest living person, and of course Jesus lived and died almost two thousand years ago.  Do you have another name in mind?”

And with wide-eyed innocence Donnie replied, “Oh no, Mrs. Thompson, that’s not right at all.  Jesus Christ is alive! He lives in me right now!”

The greatest affirmation of the church is not that Jesus was born in a stable to the Virgin Mary.  It is not that he performed miracles or was an incredible teacher or was God’s son.  The greatest affirmation is that Jesus Christ is alive and that he actually lives insides the hearts and souls of each and every one of us. That is the message of Easter.  

Which causes me to ask... What do we need to hear in order that we can live  the Easter message?  What do we need to hear in order that the message of Easter may transform us as it did the disciples into an Easter people?  

Today we have essentially the same post-resurrection story from the gospel of Luke that we heard last week from John in the “Doubting Thomas “ story. Jesus is standing there.   Actually he kind of suddenly just shows up uninvited as the disciples are discussing our Lord’s appearance on the road to Emmaus.  The eleven (minus Judas) are gathered together, and Jesus materializes out of thin air.  He bids them peace and then offers his hands and his feet as proof that he was the one that had just been nailed to the cross.

That’s the scene.  It was an absolute impossibility.  It was unrealistic.  It was not human.  And then scripture nails it.  Scripture describes the emotional state of the disciples in realistic terms.   It says, “They did not believe it because of joy and amazement.”  It was just too good to be true.

I imagine most of us can think of a time when we were involved in something that just went horribly wrong and then it all got turned around suddenly and everything turned out to be all right.   That’s what happened 

here.  It was an impossible situation when eleven men gathered to discuss in private their next move.   They were terrified and confused.  It wasn’t possible to continue their three-year-old ministry.   They were betrayed by one of their own.  The crowds had turned against them.  Their leader had been crucified, and they had denied their relationship with him.  And any further attempt to carry on their leader’s ideas would almost certainly mean their own death.  Into this scene  walks a man they never expected to see; Jesus.   They were so startled by this event that, to a man, they feared they were seeing a ghost.  The resurrection amazes them, fills them with joy, and turns their lives around.   Wow!  

Sometimes, particularly lately, the world doesn’t seem to be the world we thought it was. Sometimes the unexpected deaths like those of Glenn Feese and Michael Tarsis overwhelm us.   Sometimes the economic situation or health issues or family problems or....  overwhelm us with hopelessness.  When that happens we can remind ourselves that God is always willing, in the words of the opening collect, to “open the eyes of our faith, so that we may behold Jesus in all his redeeming work.” 

Each time we worship together, a different opening collect is read.  A collect is a prayer that summarizes the scriptures for the day and collects or contains  all our prayers.   The collect is read right before the scriptures.  Week after week we read them and sometimes the words seem to jump off the page or insert at me.  That happened this week, for part of the collect says, “Open the eyes of our faith, that we may behold him in all his redeeming work.”   Isn’t that also what the Easter message is saying?   Open the eyes of our faith so that we can see Jesus at work in the world about us?

How might we begin to experience that openness?  The scripture, as always, is full of suggestions.   From our reading in the book of Acts, we find Peter and John addressing the people at the temple after they had just healed a man who had been lame from birth.    The people are naturally in awe of the healing as anyone would be, and Peter reminds them that he and John had not healed the man, God had.   One of the ways we might see Jesus in the world about us is through the healing that we experience or hear about from others.   It might be seeing a physician at just the right time to be given medication that will heal a condition we have.   It might be seeing a counselor or a pastor whose compassionate listening and love allow us to have a break-through healing from something that has been bothering us.   Healing comes in too many forms to name, but if we have the eyes of our faith open we can see Jesus’s redeeming work in healing whether it be large or small.   


In our reading from 1 John, the apostle reminds us that we can have the eyes of our faith opened by remembering the love that God has given us that we should be called the children of God.   The Holy One has adopted each and every one of us who is baptized into God’s family.   And it is a warm welcome.   Our inheritance is to be the sons and daughters of the living God and to participate in Jesus’s redemptive work. In participating in that redeeming work, we can have the eyes of our faith opened.

In today’s  gospel from Luke we find, as well, ways to see Jesus at work.  For  part of Jesus’s redemptive work in the world is to restore us to a relationship with God by allowing our sins to be forgiven.  It happened so you and me and everyone else we know might have a new start with our lives.    It  is impossible for us as humans to live life without sinning.   With the resurrection of Christ, we are offered a new way to be in relationship with God.  Jesus says to his disciples, “that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name. With Jesus’s death on the cross, we are offered an alternative to living with our sin.   

Sin is  anything we do that separates us from God.   Imagine that each of us has a backpack on.   When we sin and do not ask for forgiveness, it is like adding a giant rock to our backpack.   Pretty soon we are so weighed down with rocks that we can barely move or live life the way were meant to live.  The resurrection offers us forgiveness or the opportunity to leave our rocks at the altar, learning from our mistakes rather than wallowing in guilt.  In forgiveness we can experience Christ’s redeeming work in the world.

At Easter the Risen Lord comes back to life and assures the disciples that they are forgiven.  Peter had denied Jesus three times.  Thomas had doubted.  All the disciples had forsaken Him.  But, Christ came back, forgave them, resurrected them.  He came back to share with them.  He comes today, to share with you the joy, the encouragement and the forgiveness of Easter.   He comes back daily to help “open the eyes of our faith, that we may behold him in all his redeeming work.”

Consider this story entitled “Lucky Dog” sent to me by a friend from Calif.  Mary and her husband Jim had a dog named ‘Lucky’.  Lucky was a real character. Whenever Mary and Jim had company come for a weekend visit they would warn their friends to not leave their luggage open because Lucky would help himself to whatever struck his fancy.   Inevitably, someone would forget and something would come up missing. 

Mary or Jim would go to Lucky’s toy box in the basement and there the treasure would be, amid all of Lucky’s other favorite toys.  He always stashed his finds in his toy box, and he was very particular that his toys stay in the box.

It happened that Mary found out she had breast cancer.  Something told her she was going to die of this disease.  She scheduled the double mastectomy, fear riding her shoulders.  The night before she was to go to the hospital, she cuddled with Lucky.  A thought struck her... what would happen to Lucky?   Although the three-year-old dog liked Jim, he was Mary’s dog through and through.   If I die, Lucky will be abandoned, Mary thought.  He won’t understand that I didn’t want to leave him!  The thought made her sadder than thinking of her own death.

The mastectomy was harder on Mary than her doctors had anticipated and she was hospitalized for over two weeks.  Jim took Lucky for his evening walk faithfully, but the little dog just drooped, whining and miserable.  Finally the day came for Mary to leave the hospital.  When she arrived home, Mary was so exhausted, she couldn’t even make it up the steps to her bedroom.  Jim made his wife comfortable on the couch and left her to nap.

Lucky stood watching Mary, but he didn’t come to her when she called.   It made Mary sad but sleep soon overcame her and she dozed.        When Mary woke for a second time, she couldn’t understand what was wrong.  She couldn’t move her head and her body felt heavy and hot.  But panic soon gave way to laughter when Mary realized the problem.  She was covered, literally blanketed, with every treasure Lucky owned!  While she had slept, the sorrowing dog had made trip after trip to the basement bringing his beloved mistress all his favorite things in life.  He had covered her with his love.

Mary forgot about dying.  Instead she and Lucky began living again, walking further and further together every day.  It’s been 10 years now and Mary is still cancer-free.  Lucky still steals treasures and stashes them in his toy box.  But Mary remains his greatest treasure.   


Jesus Christ is alive and that he actually lives insides the hearts and souls of each and every one of us. That is the message of Easter.   We can find our Lord’s redemptive work in healing, in love, in forgiveness and in thousands of other blessings in our lives.    Today may we ask our Lord in the words of the opening collect to, “Open the eyes of our faith, that we may behold Jesus in all his redeeming work.” 

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

