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THE THIRD SUNDAY OF EASTER

Joy of Faith
Psalm 4; Luke 24:35-48

You know you are in trouble when you get a negative review after
teaching the daily Bible story for Vacation Bible School!

A few years ago, along with the other pastors of our VBS partner
churches, I taught the Bible story of the day to all of the children from
preschool to grade 5.  The lesson was on the Feeding of the Five Thousand,
the well-known and much loved story of the miracle of the loaves and fish. 
When the third and fourth graders came in, we talked about the story and how
all of those people were fed after a boy gave Jesus his lunch of five loaves
and two fish.  I gave some bread to some of the children, but not all.  We
talked about how the boy shared his food and I asked the children to share
their bread with their friends who did not have any.  After everyone received
bread and ate it, we talked about the possibility that the miracle that occurred
just might have been the way that Jesus was able to influence the hearts of
all those people who had brought food with them so that they shared with the
people who had nothing.  If that might be the case, then perhaps Jesus could
perform miracles in our hearts and inspire us to share as well.

The kids seemed to get the point of the lesson, but one of the adult
volunteers took offense to my interpretation because I had not taught the
lesson as if bushels and bushels of fish and bread had magically appeared,
and wrote me up on her evaluation of the week.  No cookies and Kool-Aid for
me!

Now, I agree that if you have the ability to snap your fingers, say the
right word, or wave your hand in order to make something happen or appear,
that is miraculous.  Do I think God can do anything that is possible?  I do. 
Yet, when I compare the ability to mysteriously cause food to multiply to the
ability to motivate thousands of hearts to be generous, the latter is the real
miracle.

I thought about that experience when I read today’s Gospel lesson.  The
Bible does not give us an historical blow-by-blow of what God has done
through the years.  Instead, the Bible tells us the story of what God has done



and invites us into it.  We are not told exactly how the food appeared in order
to feed the crowd of thousands, but we are welcomed to enter the story,
understand that in Jesus’ hands all things are possible, and figure out where
we fit in.

So it is with the resurrection stories.  Luke tells us that on that first
Easter evening, two disciples walked back to their home in Emmaus.  Along
the way, Jesus joined them, though they did not recognize him.  When they
reached Emmaus, they insisted the stranger join them for supper.  When he
broke the bread and blessed it, they suddenly realized it was Jesus, and he
vanished.  They rushed back to Jerusalem to tell the rest of the disciples. 
Luke continues the story:

Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he
had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread.

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. 
He said to them, “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.”  And when he had said this,
he showed them his hands and his feet.

While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering,
he said to them, “Have you anything here to eat?”  They gave him
a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate in their presence. 
Then he said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you
while I was still with you—that everything written about me in the
law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.” 
Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he
said to them, “Thus it is written, 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 to all nations,
beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.”

Luke 24:35-48

What a story!  Jesus suddenly appears and disappears several times
in the resurrection stories.  No one recognizes him until he does something
familiar like saying their name or blessing the bread or showing his wounds
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or eating a little broiled fish.  They think they are seeing a ghost until he
invites them to recognize that he has real flesh as they do.  It had to be mind
boggling for those poor disciples who didn’t know which way to go or which
end was up.  It was a lot to take in and some of it seemed impossible–just as
it does today.  Did you notice how Luke described their state of mind?  In the
New Revised Standard Version translation he says, “While in their joy they
were disbelieving and still wondering.”  The predecessor to that translation,
the Revised Standard Version, reads, “they still disbelieved for joy, and
wondered . . . .”  What a brilliant description!  “In their joy they were
disbelieving, and wondered.”  “They still disbelieved for joy.”

I think about the pledge drives for public radio and how they record the
calls when someone has won a trip to some fabulous destination.  The station
representative says, “Hello, this is Eric Hodge from WUNC radio.  I am happy
to tell you that you have won a trip to Paris!”  Invariably the person on the
other end of the line reacts with excitement but says, “You’re kidding me!  Is
this for real?  No way!  Is this a joke?  You’re pulling my leg!  This can’t be
true!”  In their joy they are disbelieving.  How often do we say, “This is too
good to be true!” or “If it sounds too good to be true, it usually isn’t!”?  We
disbelieve for joy when things we never thought could happen actually do
happen.

There had been a lot to take in during that week when Jesus and a
crowd of his friends paraded into Jerusalem on Sunday, he was crucified on
Friday, and rose from the grave the following Sunday.  His followers were
bouncing from one emotion to another like a steel marble in a pinball
machine.  Is it any wonder they were joyful?  No!  Jesus was alive!  He rose
from the dead as he said he would!  Is it surprising that they had their doubts
and questions and wondered if it was really true?  Not at all.  How would you
react?  In their joy, they were still disbelieving.

This joyful skepticism is one of the gifts of the Gospel.  It is a benefit of
faith.  In fact, I would go so far as to say it is a hallmark of a vibrant faith.  Do
you remember after the transfiguration when Moses and Elijah appeared with
Jesus while Peter, James, and John huddled in awe, the four of them
returned down the mountain and immediately ran into a problem.  A man was
pleading with the disciples to heal his son who suffered from what was likely
epilepsy, though people at the time considered him to be demon-possessed. 
He begged Jesus, “If you can do anything, have pity on us and help us.” 
What parent has not uttered that prayer?  Jesus replied, “If you can!  All
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things are possible to him who believes.”  And the man cried out, “I believe;
help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:14-27).  Joyful disbelief.

On another occasion, Jesus healed a man who had been blind from
birth and did so on the Sabbath.  Incensed that this itinerant teacher would
break the law of the Sabbath, the scribes and Pharisees grilled the man about
what had happened.  “Give God the praise,” they hissed at him, “we know that
this man (referring to Jesus) is a sinner.”  The newly sighted man responded,
“Whether he is a sinner, I do not know; one thing I do know, that though I was
blind, now I see” (John 9:24-25).  Joyful disbelief.

Contrast the exuberant confusion of people who were on the receiving
end of Jesus’ kindness and generosity with the malignant cruelty of the
people–mostly scribes and Pharisees–who were determined to discredit
Jesus.  They were persistently joyless, unable to enjoy the gifts God gave day
after day.  Instead of being captured by wonder over what Jesus was doing,
they were imprisoned by an understanding of God that was rigid and joyless. 
When Jesus did or said something amazing and profound, instead of
wondering how and why God could be so generous, they protested and
whined and rejected him as fake.  Instead of disbelieving joy, they responded
to Jesus with unbelieving gloom.

I find great comfort and hope in that upper room on Easter evening. 
Granted the guys who had trekked around Galilee with Jesus were slow to
understand what he was truly about, but they hung in there, nevertheless–all
except Judas, of course.  They had seen Jesus tortured and crucified.  They
knew where the body was placed in a tomb.  And they assumed, based on
experience, that the tomb was Jesus’ last stop.  Dare they hope that what he
had told them would actually happen?  Dare they believe that he really was
alive again?

They did!  They did not know how it happened.  At times, they were not
even certain it had happened, but they could not contain their joy at believing
Jesus was alive!

When we read scripture honestly as it is intended to be read, when we
admit the parts we do not understand, and when we recognize the things that
simply seem to be too far fetched or too good to be true, then we joyfully
disbelieve.  It does not mean that we do not have faith.  It does not mean that
we do not believe.  Quite the contrary, it means that our faith is alive and well
for we are willing to rejoice over what God in Christ has done while still trying
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to figure out how in the world something like that could happen.  We believe
and ask God to help in those places where we do not yet understand.  As
some wise soul sang in Psalm 4, when we are confused and perplexed, when
we are uncertain and unsure, lie down and rest.  Allow the peace of God to
settle the issues we cannot.  We don’t always fully comprehend what God is
up to, but we know what God has done for us, and we are joyfully grateful.

The disciples in that upper room gawked at Jesus as he showed them
his hands and side.  They laughed and cheered while shaking their heads in
wonder and disbelief.  They dared not close their eyes lest it all vanish into
thin air.  When Jesus did slip away, they gasped and then cheered all the
louder.

There are a lot of things in our faith story that are difficult to swallow:
seas that part when hit with a stick or water that pours out of a rock by the
same action; mysterious births, water that suddenly becomes vintage wine,
people, sick for years, who are suddenly well, dead people who come to life. 
There are so many things that we do not, perhaps cannot, understand. 
Personally, I believe that were we more attuned to the Spirit of God, we would
be astounded at miraculous things that happen all around us every day but
which we simply to not notice.  There are probably some things about our
faith–different for all of us–that we just do not believe.  Fortunately, our
questions, our doubts, our skepticism, even our intermediate unbelief, do not
prevent us from rejoicing over the living God who overcame death and daily
gives us life.

For those of us who sometimes wonder, for those of us who
occasionally doubt, for those of us who don’t buy it for a moment, and for
those of us who take it all in, God in Christ joyfully extends his arms to show
us his hands, his side, and his welcoming love.  We can figure it out later.  For
now, it is good to rejoice even if we do not yet know how to fully believe. 
Amen.
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April 18, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

How often have our souls cried out with the words of the Psalmist, O
God, begging to see some good in the world and pleading for the warmth of
your face to shine upon us!  We long to lie down in peace and safety.  We
intend to follow the example of Jesus and strive for a faith that is unwavering,
yet too often, the chaos around us and turmoil within us leave us perplexed
and anxious and our trust in you unsteady.

Sometimes we are like the disciples who are so confused and afraid
that we fail to notice the evidence of new life emerging all around us.
Sometimes we are the Pharisee in the Temple, gloating or pointing the finger
and feeling puffed up and proud, or the older brother, resentful of God's mercy
and generosity toward those we judge as less deserving.  Sometimes we are
the foolish servant who hoards your blessings and squanders the
opportunities to use them because we are too paralyzed to act and lack trust
in your gracious provision for us.  Remind us, Merciful God, that no matter
who we are in our brokenness,  we are always your children and never
beyond the reach of your grace. In our moments of fear and doubt, of pride
and self-righteousness, of guilt and shame, open our eyes, soften our hearts,
and transform our minds by the power of your Spirit.  Grant us the trust to be
vulnerable, the humility to rely upon you, and the freedom to rejoice in the
fullness of your grace.

We pray for these gifts not only for ourselves, O God, but also for the
world you love and have called us to serve. This day we pray especially for
those who, because of misdirected prejudice, oppressive regimes,
disintegrating neighborhoods, or volatile relationships, live in the constant fear
of violence.  We lift up those whose minds and bodies are consumed with
pain.  We offer our prayers for those who lack the necessities of life, who lack
companionship through the journey of life, or who lack hope for a meaningful
and productive life.  Make of us agents of healing and compassion and
messengers of your peace.  May this community in which we share worship
and learning and fellowship inspire us to live lives patterned after the example
of our Lord Jesus Christ, in whose name we offer these and all our prayers. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


