2nd Sunday of Easter
Sermon 5.1.11

Scripture: 
Acts of the Apostles 2:14a, 22-32
John 20:19-31

The other morning, I was the last to get up and when I came into the kitchen Jesse was serving the boys communion.  With a serrated knife in hand over a slice of bread, Jesse had already cut one into cubes, had already poured grape juice into a cup that the boys were using for intinction, and was getting ready for a second course.  “Hi, Mom,” Jack said.  “We’re having bread and wine.  But in your church,” he bobbled his head, “it’s just,” he smiled and said in a consoling tone, “it’s just juice.”  
Jesse is my husband, and you can usually find him in your choir loft but today’s sitting there in the front pew.  He’s the father of Toby and Jack who are children in your Godly Play school.  He’s also a psychoanalyst, while I’m the one usually to be found presiding over the Lord’s Table.  I’m the pastor of the Monterey United Church of Christ, and over there is my church.  We’re all here today not for the wine (although many of us will partake), but because in a few moments we’ll all together baptize Jesse.   

I should confess that I’m not entirely comfortable with this.  Though I’ll be the one to present him as a candidate for baptism very soon, I’m not entirely comfortable with this.  Incidentally, I’m to use his given name in presenting him, the name that will become his Christian name: Jesse Adam.  The other day he said to me, “You know, it’s not a very Christian sounding name,” which wasn’t the first time he’d said as much.  In the hospital where we met, where he was an intern freshly graduated from medical school and I was a chaplain so ill-suited to this work, Jesse was a bright spot.  The thought of maybe seeing him made my wandering those halls on any given day not entirely lost time.  And then one afternoon we found ourselves sitting at the dead-end of an otherwise busy hallway. “I’m Jesse,” he said after a bit of banter.  “Jesse Adam Goodman,” he said significantly.  And then he paused and readied himself (it seemed) to admit to the thing I’d already figured out.  “And I’m Jewish.”
It might have been a deal-breaker, I suppose—for someone other than me.  For me, though, it felt heaven sent.  First of all, his nametag read, “Jesse A. Goodman,” which I read, “Jesse, a good man.”  And it had been a long time since I’d met one of those.  But it was more than this, gracious though this detail felt at the time (if a bit insulting, as the Holy Spirit seemed to think I was really, really dense).  It was also that I enjoyed the distance this difference afforded me—distance though not from Jesse.
The biggest mistake I’ve ever made is getting ordained.  The biggest mistake I’d ever make again given half the chance is getting ordained.  So public, so proclamatory, ordained ministry didn’t turn out to be what I’d meant to get involved in.  I was once a quiet Christian.  I was just a nice, church-going girl who didn’t mean anything by it.  And then I got ordained.  And then I got called to the pastorate.  And then suddenly I was being associated with all sorts of loudmouths and fanatics.  You know the types: people like Peter.

I avoided Peter for years—at least the Peter we hear of in the book of Acts.  Peter as remembered in the gospels I have no problem with.  A bumbling fool he isn’t quite—just dense, sometimes really, really dense.  In fact, it’s this density that might have made Jesus see him as a rock, the rock on which he would build his church.  We tend to hear this as a compliment. We tend to assume Jesus was paying Peter a compliment.  But, like most things Jesus is remembered to have said, this is ambiguous, confusing; it requires a second thought, a third hearing.  After all, rocks have a dubious reputation in the gospels: build your house on a rock and it will withstand, but plant seeds on rocky soil and they’ll dry up and blow away.  Really, to be called a rock flatters and then offends.  Once Toby, really into rocks himself, had collected a few off the driveway.  Then he came over to me and laid the biggest one gently in my lap and lovingly said, “This biggest rock is for you, Mommy, because you’re the fattest one in the family.”  
No, sometimes a compliment isn’t quite a compliment.  But Jesus wasn’t out to pay compliments.  He had work to do.  He needed to gather a people who would be a people of God.  He needed to gather a people who would be the beloved community—a community that lives and forgives; a community that loves their enemies and prays for those who persecute them; indeed a people who do justice and love kindness and walk humbly with God.  Moreover, Jesus needed a people who would confess God to be Jesus-like.  The apologists among us will say Jesus was God-like; the gospel-writers, the earliest evangelists, people like Peter, would say, were indeed all excited to say, that God is Jesus-like.  And, people by the hundreds, by the thousands even, were eager to hear it—that God is Jesus-like.  The one who is rejected and reviled and yet returns not for revenge, the one who is accused and offered no justice and yet returns to offer forgiveness, the one who is betrayed and denied and rejected and killed and is yet resurrected to eternal life that we all might be as well—this is not just Jesus but is God, the Living Lord who is Jesus-like.  Not some might-makes-right god that we yet trumpet and all too often, not some god who keeps score and gets even and plays favorites, the Lord God is like the one who comes to us, wounded even by our hand, yet with this to say, “Peace be with you.”

Did you notice how Thomas’ doubt was about this—this characterization of God, this understanding of God?  In our annual shamming of Thomas—always on the Sunday after Easter our pile-on of Thomas—we profess as if Thomas didn’t believe in the Resurrection, which (let’s be honest) would have been understandable.  After all, he was out when everyone else was there to receive the greatest visitation of their lives.  Thomas was out, in those dangerous streets—and doing what? buying supplies for those safely locked away? giving word to loved ones that they were alive and alright?  He was out on some errand when everyone else got to see Jesus, got breathed on by Jesus so to receive the Holy Spirit.  And when he came back—out of breath himself perhaps, and full of fear yet (let’s suppose) having accomplished whatever he’d set out to do or was sent out to do—all his friends were there, all but two, the one who’d just days ago been crucified and the one who’d betrayed him to such a fate.  And they said to him, these nine lucky ones still standing, “We’ve seen the Lord.”  And Thomas, it says, then said to his friends, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the marks of the nails and in his side, I will not believe,” which is to say it wasn’t the Resurrection that Thomas didn’t believe; it was the Resurrection of one so thoroughly abandoned, abandoned even, it would seem, by God; it was the Resurrection of the one beaten and abused and at last abandoned even by the God in whose name he claimed his own authority; it was the Resurrection of one crucified that he found incredible, unbelievable.  How could this one be the Messiah?  How could this suffering, bleeding, dying one be the one the world most needs?  

It’s a really good question.  And we shame Thomas for asking it.  Well, I say, shame on us.  Dietrich Bonheoffer had it right, upside down right, which is always the case with this God, this Living God whom we call Lord.  Bonheoffer wrote from prison not long before the Nazis executed him, “Only a suffering God can help.”  The people to whom the likes of Peter preached also got it right.  They knew this was the God that they so needed.   They knew this was a God who could truly save—and from the thing we most need saving: death, its fearsome power over us, its control over us.  They knew this was a God who could redeem suffering and resurrect out of death undying life.  They knew this was God.  Though such proclamation was new, they recognized it nonetheless as true.  
So Peter preached it.  In the book of Acts, Peter preached it.  Transformed from a disciple who followed Jesus, he was now an apostle, sent out in Jesus’ name.  And this is where he and I part company—or at least where we have in the past.  Perhaps this is true for you, too.  Really, perhaps this is why we remember this book to be called merely “Acts” rather than “Acts of the Apostles.”  An apostle is one who is sent out, and perhaps we don’t much like the thought of being sent out.  Perhaps, we like better the idea of staying home.  We’d rather remain in our sanctuaries with others of like-belief, quiet disciples ourselves, rather than follow Peter out that door, that perhaps locked door that keeps us safely inside.
If this is so for us, it comes as no surprise.  The word on the street among mainline church writers—Dorothy Butler Bass, Anthony Robinson, Michael Foss—is that there isn’t one: there isn’t a word on the street among mainline members.  The mainline church, of which this congregation can count itself, of which the Monterey congregation can count itself, is in decline—another old, old story we’re familiar with.  Everyone knows it: the mainline is sideline, soon will be flatline, and then we’ll all have to commute to some megachurch in the nearest exurb.  Or not.  
The problem with this story is that it’s not necessarily true.  There are, among mainline congregations here and there across the country, signs of new life.  Ms. Bass calls this “the new old church.”  And what makes this budding phenomenon so interesting is that it’s not programmatic.  It can’t be boiled down to a 10-step program that you implement in your congregation; it can’t be reduced to a multi-tiered program that you cram down your congregation’s throat and then step away from so to watch the magic happen.  “It worked in Mississippi so it’s sure to work in Wyoming!”  “It worked in Dover-Fox Croft so it’ll surely work in Chicago!”  “It worked at that church whose neighbors are artists and drug-dealers, so it’s an easy fit for the village church whose neighbors are farmers of the old-school and the new.”  No, for what seems to be “working” is when a congregation wonders of itself who it is and for what spiritual purpose (or purposes) the people gather as a congregation; and then they do this thing, or these things, with intention, with a sense of mission.  Spiritual practices is what they’re coming to be known as; and new old churches are discovering them, unearthing them from the long buried treasures of Christian tradition; and they’re practicing them as if their lives depend on it.  Here, a lectio divina prayer group, there a community choir that studies and then performs sacred music and for the reason of its being sacred, over there some rooftop gardeners for a greener city amidst God’s creation whose food will then stock the local pantry for the poor, some of whom are among the gardeners. 
I don’t know this congregation from the inside; I know only certain aspects of your life together.  Given this, I propose for you that Godly Play has become such a spiritual practice, and not just for the children but for teachers as well and maybe, by grace, for the congregation as a whole.  The Taize prayer gathering is perhaps one as well.  I’d be interested in a joining a group that understands parenting as a spiritual practice, and I’ve got some resources to offer up to that end.  For this is what’s required to be sent out: you have to have a compelling reason to go (other than that we need new members, other than that we need to meet our budget).  This is what’s required for there to be word on the street: you have to have something to say.  You need some gospel to precede your acting in the spirit of the gospel: you need some good news that informs and infuses your acting for its sake.  You need the Holy Spirit to quicken your handicraft that you are a blessing as you’ve been so blessed.
I was struck when I saw the bulletin for this morning—the name of the anthem that will follow communion.  “Give Me.”  I don’t know this song, but it struck a chord (so to speak) because it gives name to how I’ve been experiencing God lately.  “Gimme!  Gimme!”  A grabby toddler who’s favorite word is “Mine!” 

This is unorthodox, to be sure.  But is it really?  If ours is an incarnate God, if God truly did take on human flesh to be born among us and to grow among us, then God has spent some time as such a toddler.  It’s a necessary stage in human development, to discover oneself and one’s own power, and to exercise it without fear or apology.  “Gimme!  Mine!”  And it’s good news that God is grabby.  It’s what makes possible the refashioning of the dread cross.  One of humanity’s most brutal devices for torture and death, it’s no longer ours to use.  Now it belongs to God as a sign of God’s faithfulness, as a reminder of God’s promise for which we hope, and as a witness that life is persistent and love is victorious and that the peace of the Lord may be ours as well.  
But it also means that nothing in our lives is safe from God.  Take me, for example.  Isn’t it enough that I was baptized and that so were my children, just safely arrived into this world yet now offered back to God?  Isn’t it enough that I was ordained into this terribly public profession of faith—provocative of all sorts of response when I do step out of the sanctuary, the most common of which is freak-struck silence?  Does God really need now to claim my husband, a once secular Jew, as his own, too?  Can’t I have one thing in my life founded firmly on secular soil?
Of course, Jesse has been God’s all along—as we all are, by different covenant, lashed to the same God.  And he’s never been as secular as I’ve imagined him.  Most of all, of course, the call that Jesse be baptized and his response to it, “Yes,” is not about me, or at least not principally about me.  But I do have this to say: if you’re going to pray God’s blessing on your life, you’d better be prepared for God to take you up on it.  If you’re going to pray in the Holy Spirit for your church, you’d better brace yourself for God to invade.  There will be no place you’ll be able to go to get from God.  There will be no safe harbor where you’ll be able to keep what you want to be yours alone.  You’ll find yourself even secure in your home, cozy in your pj’s, just woken up and unsightly (not receiving visitors) with bed-head and rumpled face; and there will be God hosting breakfast in your kitchen, while those you love most in the world and want to keep most in the world safe and secure within your grasp will have gathered in playful hope around body broken, blood spilled, love poured out.  “Hi, Mom!  We’re having communion.”  And there will nothing you can do but join them.
Thanks be to God.
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