22nd April 2012
Luke 24:36b–48
For many years we used to put a banner up outside, between the trees, on the roadside, proclaiming ‘Jesus lives’. Last year it got nicked. Now we can’t just put a banner up saying Jesus lives – we have to be living witnesses to that fact.

A church minister was putting up a banner one Easter that said Jesus is alive! Someone was walking past at the time and muttered ‘’well that’s very nice for him – but what has it got to do with the rest of us?’

What does Easter mean. What does it mean to be witnesses of the resurrection? 
Tolstoy once told a story of a Czar and Czarina who wished to honour the members of their court with a banquet. They sent out invitations and requested that the guests come with the invitations in their hands. When they arrived at the banquet the guests were surprised to discover that the guards did not look at their invitations at all. Instead they examined their hands. The guests wondered about this, but they were also curious to see who the Czar and Czarina would choose as the guest of honour to sit between them at the banquet. They were flabbergasted to see that it was the old scrub woman who had worked to keep the palace clean for years. The guards, having examined her hands, declared, "You have the proper credentials to be the guest of honour. We can see your love and loyalty in your hands." 

A similar story is told of the great missionary to Burma, Adoniram Judson. Judson went to the King of Burma to ask him if he might have permission to go to a certain city to preach. The King, a pagan, but quite an intelligent man responded, "I'm willing for a dozen preachers to go but not you, not with those hands. My people are not such fools as to take notice of your preaching but they will note those calloused, work scarred hands." 

After his crucifixion, the disciples of Jesus were trying to sort out the meaning of the reports they had been receiving about 

appearances of the risen Christ. It was most confusing to them. Was it a hoax? They were not completely immune to superstition. Perhaps it was some kind of ghost. Suddenly it happened. Jesus himself stood among them. The disciples were startled and frightened. Then Jesus said to them, "Why are you troubled and why do questionings rise in your hearts? See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself..." The response of the disciples is a sermon in itself. Luke tells us that they "disbelieved for joy..." It was simply too wonderful to be true. He was alive and he was with them right there. No wonder they had difficulty believing. Some persons still have that problem today. Many desperately want to believe but something holds them back. "See my hands and my feet..."

Jesus’ presence has eased the doubts and fears of these first disciples, and they receive the commission to be witnesses. They are to proclaim to all nations repentance and the forgiveness of sins. 
‘Repentance’ and ‘forgiveness of sins’ are not simply a matter for the individual, though they certainly are that. When Jesus declares ‘peace be with you’ there is in that declaration of peace a deep reassurance to those disciples who had deserted Jesus, who had denied him, who had doubted him, that they were forgiven and that Jesus offered them peace and a new start. 
I know someone who had a nervous breakdown through worry and not feeling good enough, for God, for life. His Christian counsellor told him to meditate on these words of Jesus:  ‘peace be with you’. He visualised Jesus standing before him, arms outstretched, hands open wide saying these reassuring words ‘peace be with you’. In Hebrew, peace, shalom, means fullness, means having everything you need to be wholly and happily yourself.
The resurrection declares God’s peace to us. Even though sin and evil had conspired to put Christ on the cross God had the last laugh. But God does not now seek revenge on those who had done such a thing to his Son. God does not now go on a revenge mission, settling old scores like in a Hollywood movie. The message is still the same as when Jesus was active in ministry before his crucifixion. Love, peace and forgiveness. Peace be with you.
At the heart of being a Christian is the personal turning away from sin and celebrating God’s forgiveness and centring our life on that deep peace from which nothing can separate us. 
But repentance and forgiveness of sins go much wider than our own personal relationship with God. They are the agenda which can change the world.

Today’s world is full of disputes, large and small, only a few of which get into the newspapers. Nations, ethnic groups, political factions, tribes and economic alliances struggle for supremacy, each can tell stories of atrocities committed by their opponents. Each one claims that they therefore have the right to the moral high ground, and must be allowed redress, revenge and satisfaction. But it is usually impossible to give an account of a conflict in which one side is responsible for all the evil and the other side is a completely innocent victim. The only way forward is the one we all find the hardest at every level: repentance and forgiveness. The resolute application of the gospel, under the Lordship of the Risen Jesus, is the only way forward towards the creation of new hope and possibilities.

This week we had our annual lunch for the Corrymeela Community – a non-denominational Christian organisation that has been working for peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland for the last 40 years. We have been supporting then since the 1980s and visited the community five years ago. 

I remember one story they told of how after the Good Friday agreement they invited members from the loyalist community and from the catholic community to meet together.  A police officer and his wife were waiting in the reception area when a man walked in. Instantly they recognised each other. He was an IRA sympathiser who had been wanted by the police, and that police man had been involved in his arrest. Immediately the IRA man said he was leaving. But the policeman’s wife said you made all the effort to get here - why don’t you have a cup of tea first. They sat down over a cuppa and talked. They realised they had the same fears and doubts, the same struggles and needs. They came to a point of mutual understanding which opened up an opportunity for change in attitudes – which is what repentance basically means – a change in direction. 

Repentance and forgiveness will be proclaimed to all the nations – you will be my witnesses. 
Eyes that are opened. Minds that are opened. Peace that is shared. 

Jesus shared peace with those first disciples and calls us to be witnesses to him today in the peace that we offer. We witness to him through our worship. We witness to our Lord through our attention to scripture and letting it determine our lives in matters of faith and practice. We witness through our welcome – we show what we have learned of the heart and mind of God – a peace that is deep and secure and welcoming.
We witness through service in the world, offering peace in our communities. 
 Jesus returns from the dead and meets his disciples in different places: the garden, the Emmaus Road, the seashore, the Upper Room. He witnesses to them that he is alive, this guy back from the dead with a body. He isn't content to send them a postcard from heaven: HAVING A GREAT TIME. WISH YOU WERE HERE. No. He shows up among them as his own witness.

 

And he recruits as witnesses those other people with bodies. He wants them to move out and tell everyone who will listen and everyone who won't, that bodies count, that he's back from the dead with a body, threatening them with life.
 

Those who recognize his witness become witnesses themselves. They put their bodies on the line. They become contagious with the forgiveness they've caught, carriers of resurrection.

 

That's what this back-to-life Jesus wants of us: not names on a list, or what someone has called "pew potatoes." Jesus wants us as witnesses. Not airy spirits or pious ghosts, but bodies like his own with wounds to show, bodies that witness to resurrection, threatening the world with life. For the only Easter some people may ever see is the Easter they see in you and me.

 

As a young man, Mahatma Gandhi studied in London. After learning about Christianity, and after reading the Sermon on the Mount, he decided that Christianity was the most complete religion in the world. It was only later, when he lived with a Christian family in East India, that he changed his mind. In that household he discovered that the word rarely became flesh -- that the teaching of Jesus rarely became the reality of Jesus.

 

How "fleshy" is Jesus in our congregations? How persuasive is our teaching? How passionate is our preaching? How much do our hearts burn within us when the scriptures are opened to us? 

Last week a few of us were at Spring Harvest, a big Christina festival at Butlins Minehead. It was a rich experience worshipping under a big top with 5,000 others. One of the speakers was Steve Chalke, who has been on the TV, is still a Baptist minister and was for a short time serving a Baptist URC church in London. He is also a UN advisor on community action against human trafficking. The biblical text he chose was from Nehemiah in the Old Testament. Nehemiah hears how the walls of Jerusalem still lie in ruins. He is overcome with grief and brings his burden to God in prayer. He prays a prayer – you can read it in Nehemiah chapter one. He thanks God for keeping his covenant of love towards his people, he comes in sorrow that god’s people haven’t followed in God’s ways, but then he pleads to god – give us another chance, ley your ear be attentive and grant us success. Nehemiah is one of the Jews in exile n Babylon. He is a cupbearer for the king – and goes to see him and asks the King if he can go back to Jerusalem and rebuild the walls. The King remarkably grants his request. Nehemiah adds that because the gracious hand of my god was upon me, the king granted my requests.
Nehemiah was caught up in God’s purposes – but that brought him grief, anguish, frustration, restlessness, a vision that kept him awake at night. Steve Chalke said that being filled with the Holy Spirit is a frustrating experience. It’s not just about having some ecstatic intimate tete a tete with God. Prayer is about immersing yourself in the purposes and concerns and love of god for his world. It will disturb you and move you and keep you awake at night. 

Steve Chalke was passionate about the church being involved in civic life and mission – rebuilding the fabric of our society. He didn’t want to spiritualise this story by analogising how the rebuilding of these walls could refer to morals or spiritual values, or building a fortress of prayer. He said the action was about doing something concrete to a society – rebuilding physical walls that symbolised new hope, security, and future. He called us to be active in rebuilding the walls of our cities.
He told the story of a boy called Sam. Sam had seen his father hack his mother to death. He had stood transfixed in the kitchen watching his father batter his mother into ultimate submission. Not surprisingly Sam now had behavioural issues. He was aggressive and had furious outburst of anger. His father had taught him how deal with anger and rage – through bloodletting violence. What hope was there for this boy?
Steve Chalke told how a little Methodist Chapel had decided that it was time to close. They had got too few in number and decided to close the doors. They offered the church to the Oasis Trust, the organisation that Steve Chalke heads up – that specialises in community work and youth work. Steve urged them to keep going and worked with the church to adapt their premises so that they could host other activities. One of these was an alternative learning centre. That’s where Steve Chalke met Sam and heard about his story. Chalke saw Sam playing pool with one of the members of the Methodist Chapel, a retired seventy year old gentleman. This elderly man beat Sam at pool, but Sam didn’t get angry or burst into a fit of rage. Through the love and care, the companionship and hospitality of this church, individuals like Sam were finding some hope. That game of pool, that elderly retired gentleman, a member of a small church that thought it had had its day, was in Steve Chalkes eyes, a witness to redemption, a witness to the risen Lord.

You will be my witnesses. Jesus says this to a bunch of guys who are doubting him, trembling with fear and amazement, startled and terrified. This lot are going to be his witnesses. What faith Jesus had in them. You are to be witnesses.
It is a high calling to be a witness to the risen Lord. But we are not left alone, nor are we left to do it in our own strength. Immediately after the charge to be his witnesses, the Lord says I will send you the gift from my Father and you will be armed with power! The Holy Spirit powers us into action. Jesus did not command the whole world to go to church. Jesus commanded his church to go to the whole world.

I see so many people in this congregation who seem to be running on a different fuel to the rest of the world. It’s marvellous. Powered by the Holy Spirit to be witnesses to the Risen Jesus. Full of the Spirit – frustrated, restless, burdened with compassion and love, energised into the purposes of God, struggling with doubts and fears, wrestling with the scriptures , needing repentance and forgiveness, believing in the impossible, experiencing the unbelievable. Who says church is boring?

Peace be with you.

 

 

.

Call to worship

After his resurrection, Jesus came and stood among his disciples and said ‘Peace be with you!’

The Peace of the Lord be with you!

May our minds and our hearts be open to recognise the presence of the Risen Lord in our worship today.

Opening prayer

Christ, you are among us this day.

May we see your nail-scarred hands

in the vulnerability of this community.

May we feel your healing touch

in the presence of the body of believers.

May we hear your words of forgiveness

in the prayers and songs of worship.

Having recognized you,

may we be filled with new life

and a renewed desire to serve .

May we hear your words of peace anew

as we celebrate, live, and witness to Christ among us.

.

Prayers of the people

Use the simple response line “Peace be with you” as places

and people who are distressed or anxious are mentioned.

For example,

O Palestine, you who are so restless,

Peace be with you.

Those who are sick and hurting in mind, body,

spirit,

Peace be with you.

Those who are imprisoned by walls seen and

unseen,

Peace be with you.
The risen spirit of Jesus has met us here today:

renewing us in worship,

binding us in community,

calling us to use our gifts,

and sending us into places of need.

We have met with Christ and will answer his call.

Go in peace that the world cannot give

to announce that fear and death have been defeated.

Alleluia!
Prayer
Jesus, Author of life, you know every detail of the stories of our lives.

Let the light of your face shine on us, O Lord.
You have put gladness in our hearts.
From the first word to the last, you are with us.

Let the light of your face shine on us, O Lord.
You have put gladness in our hearts.
Whether we are raised up high or brought down low, you are beside us.

Let the light of your face shine on us, O Lord.
You have put gladness in our hearts.
You have redeemed our past and given us hope for the future.

Let the light of your face shine on us, O Lord.
You have put gladness in our hearts.
We are God's children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed.

Let the light of your face shine on us, O Lord.
You have put gladness in our hearts.
In Jesus' name we pray:
Amen!
We are witnesses. Lord, inspire us to believe.
Lord of the resurrection,
send us out.
We pray for those who need to hear the good news:
those who live in poverty, in deprivation and degradation.
Lord of the resurrection,
send us out.
We pray for the sick, the war worn,
the weary and the dying.
Lord of the resurrection,
send us out.
We pray for children,
delight of the world today,
hope of the world tomorrow.
Lord of the resurrection,
send us out.
We pray for older people,
guardians of the faith,
custodians of wisdom.
Lord of the resurrection,
send us out.
We pray for community workers,
those who share values,
culture and care.
Lord of the resurrection,
send us out.
We pray for travellers,
those who share and learn across the world.
Lord of the resurrection,
send us out.
Lord, make us your witnesses.
Lord of the resurrection,
send us out.
Amen.
