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Scripture Lessons 

Acts 10:34-43   Then Peter began to speak to them: "I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. You know the message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace by Jesus Christ--he is Lord of all. That message spread throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John announced: how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; how he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. We are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear, not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead.  He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name."

1 Corinthians 15:19-26   If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied. But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died. For since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also come through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ. Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death.


Luke 24:13-49    Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem, and talking with each other about all these things that had happened. While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with them, but their eyes were kept from recognizing him. And he said to them, "What are you discussing with each other while you walk along?" They stood still, looking sad. Then one of them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, "Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?" He asked them, "What things?" They replied, "The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be condemned to death and crucified him. But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. Moreover, some women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning,  and when they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him." Then he said to them, "Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?"  Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures. As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were going on. But they urged him strongly, saying, "Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over." So he went in to stay with them. When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight. They said to each other, "Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?" That same hour they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the eleven and their companions gathered together. They were saying, "The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!" 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. And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high."

Sermon
I have been pondering for days  something said by my friend Bob Chell, who is a campus pastor in South Dakota.  Bob said,  “Doubt is not the end of faith, but its growing edge.”  His comment reminded me of a brief story-poem by Gerhard Frost.  Professor Frost wrote:  

"Yes, doubt does keep gnawing 

at one's faith."

I said it to a friend, 

my friend in deep distress.

I said it to encourage, 

but quickly he replied,

without a moment's hesitation,

"But faith keeps gnawing 

at our doubts, too!"

It was a great response. 

I am strengthened by it.

Intending to comfort, I was comforted.

Today I walk more boldly as I say:

Yes, Doubt does gnaw at my faith,

but faith gnaws, too,

and faith has better teeth!  Amen.

To my way of thinking, these comments accurately describe the life of a follower of Jesus in the context of a fallen world.  Following Jesus gives us the life of faith-and-doubt-in-tension, which is a dynamic thing, and can be an enlivening thing.  Each gnaws at the other potentially toward true growth as we make our way along the Way of the Risen Christ.  Doubt is not the end of faith, but its growing edge.
You might find it curious that this preacher has opened his Easter Sunday sermon with the topic of doubt, rather than the typical pastoral cheerleading, He is risen!  He is risen, indeed!  Alleluia!  The reason for doing so is because doubt is a significant part of the Gospel text appointed for this day. 

The text describes a number of appearances of the Risen Jesus following his death on the cross, and the subsequent bewilderment of Jesus’ disciples in response. 
In their defense, it may be helpful to imagine the difficult circumstances surrounding these appearances.  

· First, the followers of Jesus are crushed; their decision to abandon everything to cast their lot with this hoped-for Messiah has ended in total defeat with his execution by the Roman state.
· The followers of Jesus are confused; they keep hearing stories that Jesus may not be dead after all.  Their hearts want to cling to the hope that these stories may in fact be true, but their heads argue for dismissal of these rumors as impossible and unhelpfully delusional.  

· Finally, the followers of Jesus are in hiding; they are frightened that the authorities that killed Jesus may be looking for them in order to do the same.  Fear is such a powerful element in their lives that it has crowded out their memory of Jesus’ oft-repeated prediction that he would not only suffer and die but also rise from the dead three days later.  Their fear has crowded out any sense of anticipation, which would have made it easier to more readily receive an appearance rather than question it.  More than anything, they are afraid, so that Jesus asks them, "Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts?” 

This question, dear friends, is the question that confronts all Jesus’ followers on an Easter morning.  For daily life in a fallen world means daily life tempted toward fear, a temptation that is difficult for most of us to resist.  I daresay, there are times when many of us are consumed by it.  We live in a scary world.  Most of the people I talk to communicate to me in one fashion or another that they live their days on-guard, concerned for the troubles to come.    
· Retirees worry that their savings will not last them to the end of their days.  
· Workers worry about losing their jobs.  
· Employers worry that recession and excessive regulation will put them out of business.  
· Spouses worry for the health of the marriage, and some for their well-being as domestic abuse incidences continue to increase.  
· Parents worry for their children’s safety and about the consequences of their choices.  
· Children worry that their parents may not stay together.   
· Many worry about a future of curtailed freedoms:  on one side there is fear of growing government intervention, on another side there is fear as old prejudices flare to find convenient scapegoats for the high anxieties of this age.  There are wars and rumors of wars and regular natural disasters; there is pestilence, hunger, poverty, incivility, creation groaning in travail, a questionable paper economy, irrational violence, and more.  

We, like the first disciples, can feel crushed or at least squeezed by these things.  We, like the first disciples, can tend toward hiding and confusion and despair.  We, like the first disciples, can be tempted to such fear that it crowds out the reality of any good news in our midst.

Indeed, while we are living daily in the midst of and worrying about all these things, Jesus himself could come and stand among us and say to us, "Peace be with you." And we, too, rather than being comforted and encouraged might very well be startled and terrified, and think that we were seeing a ghost!  Isn’t it curious that our fear would have us see the presence of the Savior Jesus as yet one more frightening thing?
Until…

Until we, too, hear the voice of Jesus, who names our condition with his kind yet forthright question, "Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts?  Until we, too, hear the voice of Jesus say, Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I myself…the One who was dead now raised by the miracle of God!  Until we, too, are invited to touch the body of the Risen Lord in the same way that the first disciples were given to do so, in only way that was effective to break through their fear with the antidote of faith.  More effective for faith than actually touching his wounded hands and feet was the touching and tasting of his body in a meal.  According to the text, Jesus used this method twice to break through the fear with the gift of faith.  With the two from the Emmaus road, it was in the breaking of the bread that Jesus was recognized as the Risen Christ.  With the disciples behind closed doors, while in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, even after touching him, it was only when he said to them, "Have you anything here to eat?"  that they set their fears aside and rejoiced in the presence of Jesus Christ their Savior and Lord.  Jesus broke through fear by giving faith along with food.

And so how glad we are on this Easter Sunday, 

· arriving here from a world filled with fearfulness (or, as the Scriptures phrase it, “terror all around”), 
· and being confronted again with the strange news of our Lord who was dead now miraculously risen from the grave, 
· and living in the dynamic where doubt and faith gnaw at each other…
how glad we are on this Easter Sunday to be invited to the Table, 
· where we hear the voice of our Lord declare, This is my Body, given for you, 
· where we take and eat to nourish the faith that quells the fear,

· where the presence of the Risen Christ is offered for the forgiveness of sins and the promise of eternal life.

Yes, how glad we are!

And how glad we are to know that it doesn’t end there; indeed, that it is just the beginning.  For as we see, by the power of the Spirit, the Risen Christ present in a tiny piece of bread and a sip of wine, we are led to see the Risen Christ present also in the Meal we share after this worship service, our Easter Breakfast; and in all the meals we share in which food is recognized as a gift from God for the renewal of life; and in all the people gathered around those tables who are also recognized as gifts from God, and in all people everywhere who are recognized as gifts from God!  Look, dear friends, what faith has done!  Our faith has sufficiently crowded out fear, so we can see clearly the presence of the Risen Christ in all things!  We can see clearly the miracle, not only of the resurrection, but also the miracles that are abundant in our daily lives.

Pastor Greg Smith, who was a participant in one of my clergy groups out on the farm last year, saw and named a miracle recently.  On March 10, his young wife Jocelyn suffered a major stroke.  She was in the hospital for ten days.  Considering the magnitude of the stroke, she was expected to be completely paralyzed on her left side, and to be unable to walk or talk.  Jocelyn has amazed the doctors.  She is up walking and talking.  One doctor told Greg that, after examining her, he left her room thinking that he had seen the wrong patient.  A speech therapist came into her room and took her through a series of tests and questions.  Afterward, the therapist declared that there was no need for future therapy because of what she termed Jocelyn’s “spontaneous recovery.”  That’s the best the health care professionals can do in explaining what happened; they have no other explanation for it; they cannot really figure it out.  Greg said, “Jocelyn and I have reflected on that phrase and said to each other, ‘I believe another word for ‘spontaneous recovery’ would be…miracle!”  It is a dramatic example of the gift of God to us each day, for life itself is a miracle.  By faith, we like the first disciples, are witnesses to these [kinds of] things.
And we are one thing more:  we are grateful.  For the faith that witnesses the miracle of life in Jesus’ resurrection and the miracle of life in each day is spontaneous in declaring its thanks, over and over and over again.  Once again, challenging the gnawing doubt and consuming fear that tempts us toward despair or anger or resentment or blame, we can with our forebear the Apostle Paul, give thanks in all circumstances.  We can let gratitude crowd out these things, gratitude for the ongoing miracle of God in each day.

Yes, doubt gnaws at our faith and fear at our ability to see clearly the truth of God’s miraculous gifts.  It’s just the way it is until Christ comes again.  But faith gnaws at doubt, too.  And resurrection gnaws at death.  And gratitude gnaws at despair.  We are reminded of this each time we gnaw on the bread at the Table of the Lord.  And we are encouraged to see what faith sees:  that Christ is risen!  Christ is Risen, indeed!  Alleluia!  Thanks be to God!  Amen.







