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April 26, 2009: Third Sunday of Easter

1 John 3:1-7 (The Message); Luke 24:36-48 

It's really great to be here this morning. My name is Shannon, and I'm a senior at Dickinson College and I am a ministry intern with Middlesex, Grace, First, and Allison. What does this mean? Good question. As a ministry intern, I am learning more about the congregations, helping and learning from the pastors of these churches, and looking to create opportunities for the United Methodists in the Carlisle area to work together. 

Easter is always one of those times of year that the need for community becomes really apparent. Sure, for some people, Easter is one of those big family times like Thanksgiving and Christmas, a reason to get together and eat a lot. But the Gospel story of Easter reminds us of the importance of our Christian family, of our Christian community. 

Let us pray: Dear God, please be with us in this place. Please speak through me this morning and bless those who are listening that our hearts might be opened to you in everything that we do. Amen.

Our Gospel story this morning begins with the words, “While they were still talking about this.” You may be wondering what the “this” is. The Gospel of Luke tells us the story of the Road to Emmaus right before our scripture this morning. In this story, Jesus appears to two of his followers but they do not recognize him. They begin to tell him the story of the crucifixion and how early that very morning, the tomb had been found empty. So Jesus told them of what the scriptures say of the Messiah, but the two he's walking with still don't get it. They must think he's a nice enough guy because they invite him with them to eat. He breaks bread with them, and it starts to dawn on them that this was Jesus. Then he disappeared, and they immediately returned to Jerusalem to tell the others. And while they are telling the others, Jesus appears to the disciples. 

The Road to Emmaus is the story that leads us to our Gospel today, the story of the Great Commission. But before we get to that, before we get to the part where Jesus tells us to go out and tell of what we have witnessed, though, three things have to happen. First, we have to be together. Second, we have to be at peace. Third, we have to be open.

There is so much to the story of what happens in the days after the resurrection, but to me the first thing we find is this sense of community, this sense of being together. The whole story of Jesus's ministry is filled with stories of how Jesus and those who follow him are preparing a new community for the kingdom of God. Yet the story of the crucifixion and the resurrection augment this. We see a collection of scared, broken people. During the crucifixion, almost everyone but the followers simply referred to as the “women” are scattered, fearing for their lives. But by the third day, we find that they are “assembled together.” When the women return from the tomb, they go immediately to tell the others. When the two disciples see Jesus on the road to Emmaus, they go immediately back to Jerusalem, to tell their friends. At that moment they are together, Jesus choses to appear to them. 

Today, many of us view religion as a private thing. We'll go to church, sure, but the focus is on your private relationship with God. It's very personal. And certainly, this personal aspect of your spirituality is incredibly important for us as Christians. However, Jesus did not appear to each person individually and say, “Okay, here's the deal”--- no. Jesus came to the family of disciples, to these people gathered together. 

What is important about being gathered together? For the disciples, I think there was this huge need to be together to heal from the horror of Jesus's death. That's what being together does, provide a space for people to rely on one another for support. When I was sixteen, I went on my first mission trip to Bosnia and Herzegovina, and have since been trying to understand how the women I met can show such love after being victims of such senseless hate. After talking to some women about their healing, I realized one of the most important elements of this was togetherness, solidarity. 

I spoke to a support group for women in Bosnia when I returned to Bosnia over the summer through a research grant from Dickinson. The women I was talking to were largely Muslim women put into concentration camps during the war by Christian nationalists. These concentration camps were a little more rudimentary than what we picture when we think of Nazi camps--- there weren't gas chambers, only guns. And what always seems like the worst part to me is that these women had to live with war criminals after the war--- it wasn't until the last few years that the Bosnian government began holding their own criminal trials. The women I spoke with were testifying against the man who ran their concentration camp. 

So this lack of government protection really brings out how much the women who had been in concentration camps needed a community they could rely on for support. One of the women spoke of the importance of the other women in her support group, saying:

Fifteen years [since the war ended] this [experience in the concentration camp has] with us all the time. They are trying to make you forget. To live normally...The closest [people to me] are the women from this group. We can just get together and not talk but still understand each other. We are like a bouquet always together, even if we are not together at the moment. We are proud of each other. We are proud that we are alive and we know there is a reason...We get closer than some families. We feel very rich because we have each other...We have everything because we have each other. 

This description of being like a family is how I picture the ideal church: this community of people trying to heal a broken world who need to rely on one another in order to do it. There's also a personal healing here. We've all been hurt because of the brokenness of the world. Being a Christian is not something you can do alone! Jesus came to the gathered disciples because the task he was giving them, the task he was giving us was not a task that people could do alone. But we'll get to that later. The task Jesus gave us was also a task in which we need to be at peace. 

The next part of this story comes from the first words Jesus speaks. “Peace be with you.” Easier said then done, Jesus. I don't know about you, but this peace and calm is a very difficult thing to anchor myself in. It's hard to be peaceful when you're running around in eight million directions every day. 

I use Gmail, and for those of you who don't know what Gmail is, it is AMAZING. It's an e-mail account designed by Google and I could go on and on about it all day, but I'll spare you. The point of this praise to Gmail is that you can design a calender online to keep up to date on all the stuff you have to do. You can color code it and get it to text certain appointments to your cell phone. There are many days when my day is almost a solid block of purple--- a meeting here, a meeting there, a class that maybe I should go to, and I even have to schedule time to hang out with friends! And here's Jesus saying, “Peace be with you.” Can I get that in text message form?

But besides just this being pulled in eight million directions, as a senior, I'm definitely feeling the anxiety about the future--- and I'm a lucky one because I know what I'm doing come September because I got into seminary. But so many of my friends are agonizing over how they can get a job when no one is hiring. How can they pay off debt when many of the jobs they're interested in and qualified for pay abysmally? There is fear, there is anxiousness. How can we live at peace in the moment when not knowing the future lays so heavily on us? 

And of course the disciples were further from being at peace than ever when Jesus appeared to them. They have lived through the crucifixion of not only their teacher, their Lord, but their best friend. What could the future hold for this scraggly band of people? How can you be at peace when you are living in such a time of great fear and anxiety? 

But Jesus appeared among them and spoke words of peace to those fears and doubts. He speaks through their fear and shows them his living body. “Why are you troubled?” He asks. “Why do you doubt?”

It's surprising just how many verses from scripture speak to this idea of not being scared, of not worrying. God provides. What is there to be afraid of? I think we all know this on an intellectual level, but it's so hard to see this when people are struggling to pay bills. We're panicked. But God raised Jesus from the dead. If God can do that, what's a few bills to pay?

I think this ties back to the need to be in community. Alone, bills are really hard to pay. But when you have neighbors who will give you vegetables from their garden and who might watch the kids for free for a night--- when you have a community who God can work through to provide for you, that peace may not be so elusive.

And the important part of peace being with you is that it opens you to God. The scripture continues from the proof of God's love in Jesus's resurrected body to how God opens the minds of the disciples so that they could understand the scriptures. This returns us to the the importance of a community working together: you have to witness to one another, but you have to be OPEN. You cannot listen to what God has to say if you are not open to new ideas and other people's perspectives. 

My call story to ministry is this battle with being open to what God wants me to do. Looking back at my faith journey, I've got to admit, I'm pretty dense. Luckily, God's pretty persistent. So many times in my life, particularly since I began college, God has been calling me to ministry of some kind, but I've ignored the signals, telling God that I knew what I was doing thank you very much, I don't need this pushing around. But while I was planning to go abroad, my original plan fell through. It's terrible being nineteen and feeling lost. But that gave me the opportunity to start over. To say, God, I guess what I thought you wanted me to do isn't happening anymore. So I'm listening. And from there, I became part of a church community while I was off campus in DC, and one day in worship, I just knew that the next step of my journey was to go to seminary. 

It continues to be difficult for me not to get caught up in my anxieties and fears for the future, but I've come to this point where I know all I have to do is be willing to listen and God will guide me. Again, there is this disconnect between what I know intellectually to be true and what I do anyway, but at least now I'm at that point where I stop myself in the middle of freaking out and say, “Why not take a moment, breathe, and just open myself to listen to God?” Sure, it's not like God sends me a text message saying, “Hey. Go do this.” (God should really get on the texting craze, though.) But having a sense of peace, just listening to God, makes my heart slow down and makes me ready for what happens next. 

And what happens next in the Gospel of Luke is the Great Commission. In Luke, the story happens a little differently. It's not normally referred to as the Great Commission because Jesus doesn't say you go out and make disciples of all nations. What Jesus says here is that his death and resurrection are a fulfillment of the scriptures and because of this “repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.” 

As witnesses, and as people whose hearts have been open to understand the scripture, the disciples have a responsibility to share what we understand, with one another and with the nations. Continuing on our Easter journey, we are a people who have lived through the crucifixion to see the risen Christ. We have heard how Jesus is a fulfillment of the scripture. And we have been set free to go on together to share the message of repentance and forgiveness with all our brothers and sisters. 

First John says, “But friends, that's exactly who we are: children of God. And that's only the beginning.” This story of Jesus's appearance is only the beginning. Here, we have been commissioned to go out and share what we have witnessed. If this is only the beginning, what do the future versions of this appearance to the disciples look like?  

I think it can be harder to see Jesus among us, urging us to go out and tell of what we have witnessed, because even when we sit in this room together, we aren't always connected to one another. And, the peace thing is really hard to get. That's why the passing of the peace is so important, especially in the beginning of the service. It prepares us for the opening of our hearts to the stories we hear from the scriptures, in the sermon, in mission moments, and later in Sunday School. And that's only the beginning. 

Let us pray: God, please be with us, bring us together, still our hearts, and open us to your guidance. Help us to be malleable to your will, use us to witness to the nations. And help us to remember that the resurrection is only the beginning. As your children, now we go out to learn and grow together as we tell the good news. Amen. 

