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I decided to do something different this year.  Churches traditionally focus on Thomas on 

the first Sunday after Easter – how he refused to believe that Jesus had been raised from the dead 

unless he could touch the nail marks in Jesus’ hands and side.  Thomas is an important ancestor 

in our faith because he represents the skepticism that creeps in on all of us.  The resurrection IS 

an unbelievable event, one that defies rational explanation.  Sometimes we have to just choose to 

accept something, even when we will never fully understand it. In whatever way we choose to 

interpret what happened on Easter, we each have to reckon with the question of “What happens 

next?” Barnabas, a lesser known early Christian, has some things to teach us about what we do 

with the mysterious gift of the empty tomb.        

 Biblical scholar William Wilimon has this to say about what resurrection means – or 

should mean – to life afterwards.  He writes: “The quality of the church’s life together is 

evidence for the truthfulness of the resurrection.  The most eloquent testimony to the reality of 

the resurrection is not an empty tomb or a well-orchestrated pageant on Easter Sunday but rather 

a group of people whose life together is so radically different, so completely changed from the 

way the world builds a community, that there can be no explanation other than that something 

decisive has happened in history.  The tough task of interpreting the reality of a truth like the 

resurrection is not so much the scientific or historical ‘How could a thing like that happen?’ but 

the ecclesiastical and communal ‘Why don’t you all look more resurrected’?”  (Interpretation 

Commentary, pgs. 51-52)          
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 You all have followed the roller coaster saga that has gone on for years now of my niece 

Embree’s battle with acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL), the latest chapter of which is her 

bone marrow transplant a couple of weeks ago.  When Embree was in the hospital for several 

weeks getting treatments to prepare for the transplant, my sister Erin (who many of you have 

met) texted me one night that she was considering getting a tattoo.  A very specific tattoo.  She 

wanted Embree’s personal motto “Choose Joy” tattooed on her body.  This was kind of out of 

character for my sister.  No judgement at all about tattoos or people who have them, it just 

wasn’t something she had ever even remotely considered. She is kind of strait-laced and geeky, 

like me, so this idea didn’t make any sense to me until she told me why.    

 “I am changed forever by this experience, emotionally and spiritually,” she said.  “I feel a 

need to mark my body in some way, as a testament to what we have been through, what we have 

survived and hope to yet survive.”  So, about three weeks before the transplant, she had “Choose 

Joy,” in Embree’s handwriting, inscribed inside her left arm.  It’s discreet, but easily visible 

when you know it’s there.  After she had it done and had the unenviable task of breaking the 

news to our Mom and Dad, she said “It was the only thing big enough.”  Even a small tattoo was 

a big deal to her, and she needed a visible manifestation of her major inward transformation.  I 

thought about her tattoo when I read Willimon’s words.  It’s not feasible for us to get tattoos that 

say “resurrected – at least not all of us – but the change in us should be visible.  People should be 

able to tell that there is something different about us.        

 The first few verses from Acts that I read this morning are familiar to many of us – they 

serve as an example for us of how followers of Jesus are called to live together.  All believers 

“were of one heart and soul,” and “everything they owned was held in common.” “Money was 

distributed to each as any had need.”  I have to agree with Professor Willimon – our society is 
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not looking especially resurrected.  We are a long way from reaching the aspiration described in 

Acts.  As steeped as we are in our cultural traditions of private property and unregulated 

capitalism, we cannot really even picture what such a community would look like.  I love these 

ideas in theory, but have the same concerns as you all do about how my family and I would 

survive if we just assumed that society would take care of us when we came up against a crisis 

that we couldn’t handle ourselves.  It grieves me that we cannot even seriously consider living 

the way the Christian community in Acts does.         

 But Barnabas DOES take this model seriously.  “He sold a field that belonged to him, 

then brought the money, and laid it at the apostle’s feet.”  I have so many questions about this.  

Who was Barnabas’s family?  Did they encourage him to do this?  Were they on board?  What 

was Barnabas’s plan for taking care of himself when he got old?  We can’t know any of those 

things, but what we do know is straightforward.  In spite of the risks, Barnabas wanted to be part 

of this strange community.  The early church had something that was so compelling to Barnabas 

was willing to invest these significant earnings in their ministry.  I wonder what the results 

would be if we put aside practicality and caution and committed ourselves to something as 

unequivocally as Barnabas did.         

 If you have time later today, read the first 11 verses of Acts 5, just after the short 

description of what Barnabas did.  The placement of the story of Ananias and Sapphira just after 

Barnabas’s unconditional and selfless giving is no accident.  We read that “a man named 

Ananias, with the consent of his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of property; with his wife’s 

knowledge, he kept back some of the proceeds, and brought only a part and laid it at the apostles’ 

feet.”  The contrast with Barnabas is obvious.  The apostle Peter calls Ananias out – not so much 

for keeping some of the money back, but for lying about it.  “You did not lie to us but to God!” 
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Peter says.  You can look for yourselves and see the price that Ananias and Sapphira paid for 

their treachery.  The consequences for their deception seem harsh to us, but the writer of Acts is 

making a point.  We hoard and acquire material possessions in an attempt to gain some kind of 

security, but true security only comes from faith in God.  Furthermore, our sinful inclination to 

lie about these things is a way that leads to death.  Barnabas, who gave his all and had no secrets 

from God, becomes one of the people who carried the gospel to the wider world.  Ananias an 

Sapphira did not.           

 But who is Barnabas?  We don’t get a whole lot of information here.  We know that he is 

a Levite – which means that he was descended from the tribe of Levi, many of whom were of the 

class that became temple priests.  That’s actually a helpful detail, since we know a lot of the 

early priests were threatened by Jesus.  Some participated actively in Jesus’ downfall.  No doubt 

there were others who weren’t part of the plotting, who instead laid low and let others carry out 

the nefarious plans and were glad when the troublesome rabble rouser was out of the way.  Not 

all the priests, though.  Here is at least one for whom Jesus’ message resonated.  Maybe he was 

so committed because it was clear to him that Christ could lead him in the way of the true gospel. 

  We learn as well that Barnabas was from Cyprus, which doesn’t seem like a big deal 

until we read in Acts 13 that Cyprus was where Paul went on his first missionary journey, 

accompanied by none other than…Barnabas.  Barnabas was all in with this new way of relating 

to God and practicing faith.  Not only had he turned over his money to the community, he 

interrupted his life and went on numerous long trips with Paul to spread the word.  Perhaps he 

had influence over where Paul went first.  Could it be that he still had family and friends in 

Cyprus and he wanted them to know what had happened in Jerusalem and how Jesus had 

changed his life?  So, we are getting a little clearer picture of Barnabas, and see some 
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characteristics that are worth aspiring to.        

 Barnabas’s original name was Joseph, a name with clear biblical significance.  The name 

means “God will add” in Hebrew.  We all know the Joseph story in the Old Testament, the 

arrogant boy sold into slavery by his disgruntled brothers who grew up to become a Hebrew 

patriarch.  There’s also Joseph in the New Testament, from the line of David, who was Mary’s 

husband and Jesus’ earthly father.  Joseph of Arimathea was the man who buried Jesus after his 

death on the cross.  And, this Joseph is a Levite priest, added to the number of Jesus’ devoted 

followers.  There’s nothing wrong with the name Joseph, but this person is so transformed by his 

relationship with Jesus that the apostles give him a new name – Barnabas.    

 And how about this nugget of information that the writer has thrown in here – that 

Barnabas means “son of encouragement”?  There’s definitely some poetry there.  Other possible 

translations there are “son of comfort” and “son of consolation.”   That etymology raises more 

questions than it answers, for sure.  Is Barnabas a product of encouragement and comfort?  Or is 

he the bearer of such critical facets of our faith?  It probably won’t surprise you to hear me say 

“Yes, and yes.”  “Both, and.”  We are much more likely to become supporters and nurturers of 

others if we have been tended in such a way ourselves.  Once we learn of the mercy offered to us 

by Christ we are called to participate in the new, redeemed world with all that we are and all that 

we have.  We are brought along by the likes of Barnabas and those who came after him.  

Likewise, we have the responsibility (and privilege) of living in such a way that people observe 

us and want to be part of the family of God.         

 Back to my sister Erin and her decision to alter her body as a way of marking a spiritual 

change…it’s an interesting question to ponder – what would Barnabas’s tattoo say?  Are there 

one or two words that could adequately convey the incredible internal shift he had experienced?  
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Maybe “Everything.”  Perhaps “Encouragement.”  Or maybe “Resurrected.”  

 What would your tattoo say?  One possibility for mine is just “Thankful.”  Thanks be to 

God.    

Amen. 


