“Easter Gifts”

Luke 24: 36b-49

 When I was a child, Easter was a big day. It came in the Spring, never on the same day of the year, like the certainty of Christmas with its set date of December 25th. Never knowing when the date would fall seemed to add a little mystery to this holy day.

On Easter Sunday we would go to church as usual and have a big family dinner, and then came what all of us kids were looking forward to – the Easter egg hunt. Of course there were no plastic eggs filled with candy, but real eggs, hard-boiled to perfection, each one having been decorated using the Paas egging dying kits we bought at the A&P grocery.  Following the hunt, we were free to peel the eggs and sit down with the salt and pepper shakers and eat to our hearts content – or to our hearts clogging with cholesterol, whichever came first. Yes, Easter was a big day. And I emphasize day. Come Monday, the celebration was over and the leftover eggs were turned into egg salad.

 However, as my children came along, Easter began to seem eternal. By that time, the Easter paraphernalia began appearing in the stores sometime shortly after Valentine’s Day. And with the invention of plastic eggs to fill with candy, the Easter egg hunt that was once like the opening of gifts of Christmas morning, (a one-shot deal) turned into 4 weeks of egg hunts - two weeks before Easter Sunday and two weeks after. Everyday for a month, as I came home from work it was “Daddy, would you hide the eggs for us?” Easter became a season.

 Despite all of my nostalgia about my childhood Easter celebrations, I have to confess that our kids’ generation really has it more accurate. Easter is not simply one day to celebrate, but is truly a season that goes on and on. In the church we call it Eastertide. It lasts for 7 Sundays and the point is that the Resurrection of our Lord goes on and on. We worship a Living Savior who continues to manifest himself again and again. In our scripture lesson this morning we are offered yet another glimpse of Easter as the risen Jesus appears to the eleven disciples.

 This is the third appearance of the Risen Jesus in the Gospel of Luke. He appeared first to Mary, on Easter Sunday morning and then he appeared to two of his followers on the road to Emmaus Sunday evening. As those two disciples returned to Jerusalem to share their experience with the original eleven, suddenly Jesus appears again. And as he appears, we then hear the most extended conversation that the Risen Jesus has with anyone. As we unpack this lengthy message from the Risen Christ, I want to suggest to you that Jesus extends some Easter gifts to his followers. These are gifts that continue to be offered to his people who believe in his resurrection. They are gifts offered to us who follow Jesus today - we who repeatedly celebrate Easter and encounter Christ’s presence among us even now. The first gift the risen Christ offers is…

…PEACE (V. 36)

 I’m sure you noticed that the first words that Jesus spoke to his gathered disciples that day was, “Peace be with you.” The first gift that Jesus always offers his people is the gift of peace. 

 One of the most fascinating and moving things to me about the Easter stories in the gospels is how real the people are. All the characters in the story react in ways that are so truly human. Emotions surrounding the Easter events run the gamut – the disciples took Mary’s story of meeting the risen Jesus as “an idle tale;” (there was cynicism). The two men on the road to Emmaus were so caught up in their grief they didn’t even recognize Jesus when he joined them on their journey; (There was sorrow). There was fear and confusion; disbelief and deep faith; joy and sorrow; awe and adoration. The people in the Easter stories are real people, whose response to the unbelievable events occurring around them, was deeply human.

 And into their human experience, filled with the whole range of emotions, comes Jesus, speaking shalom – “Peace be with you.”

 Easter is the promise to you and me that we are not left alone to sort out all of the anxious confusion around us. Christ comes to us and offers us the gift of peace. It is a peace that is deep enough and strong enough to help us through all the confusing and confounding events of life. 

Let’s face it the disciples had plenty to disturb their peace – their teacher had been crucified; they were afraid to walk out the door lest the same happen to them; they did not know where life would take them from here. It seemed all was loss. Into this confusing time, the risen Christ appeared and his first message was peace.

 Someone once very wisely said, 

“Sometimes God calms the storm – and sometimes he lets the storm rage and he calms his child.”

That is what the risen Christ offers you and me this Easter season – the calmness within. The storm rages around us – the continuing war in Middle East; threats of terror; the world financial crisis; the loss of jobs; uncertainty about our future on every front. Yes, the storms continue to rage around us. But hear the soothing voice of the risen Savior speaking to you this morning, calming you, his child, with these words - “Peace be with you.” 

In addition to offering the Easter gift of peace, the risen Jesus offers us…

… FAITH (vv. 39-45)

 Faith did not come easy, even to the first disciples that actually saw the risen Jesus with their own eyes. Verse 41 captures some of the ambiguity that the first disciples experienced. Luke describes their struggle to come to faith with these words:

“While in their joy, they were disbelieving and still wondering.”

 Jesus had just offered them the opportunity to see his crucifixion scars. “Touch me and see,” said Jesus. He even showed them his hands and feet and ate breakfast with them. But even though they were joyful that perhaps Jesus was alive, it was still just too good to be true – “they were disbelieving and still wondering.”

 The first disciples had no real advantage over us. Even though they could reach out and touch the risen Jesus, they, too, had to be given the Easter gift of faith. And ultimately they found it just like we do. They found it through the Word and the Sacrament.

 Both in this story and the preceding one - the Emmaus road story – the centrality of the Scriptures and the Sacrament in coming to embrace faith in the risen Jesus is lifted up.

 Remember in the Emmaus road story as Jesus was walking down the road with the two unnamed disciples? Do you remember what he did? Verse 27 says 

“And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them all the things about himself in all the scriptures.” 

It was in Jesus’ unfolding of the scriptures to them that their hearts began to kindle with the fires of faith.

 And also in today’s gospel lesson, as the resurrected Jesus appears to that gathered bunch of disciples and reveals himself alive, we are told that he: 

“Opened their minds to understand the scriptures”

He enabled them to see that everything written about the Messiah in “the law of Moses, the prophets and (even) the psalms had to be fulfilled.” (v.vv.44-45). Yes, the Word was vital to the disciples embracing the faith.

 And I would suggest you notice one other the thing. It was also in the sacramental act of eating with the Risen Jesus, that the eyes of the disciples were opened to recognize Him. Notice that in both the Emmaus Road appearance and the Jerusalem appearance, Jesus eats with his followers. In both cases, what Luke says is true - that “their eyes were opened in the breaking of the bread.” Faith came at table with the Risen Jesus.

 Yes, it is still the case that, in the opening and reading of the Word and in the table fellowship of the gathered followers of Jesus around the Sacrament, the Risen Jesus continues to reveal himself to us so that we might have faith. Word and Sacrament are gifts that the risen Christ has given us to be able to embrace his real presence. 

 So often times, we feel that it would be so much easier if we could have just seen him alive again with our own eyes; if we could have just touched him with our own hands, faith would be easy. But even the first disciples needed more. We do too.

 Have you ever sung the camp song entitled “Have You Seen Jesus, My Lord?” If you have then you are aware that it says so much in there about how we can recognize Jesus in the beauty of the creation around us. But there is one verse of that song that we often fail to sing. It goes like this:

“Have you ever stood at the table,

With the Lord there in your midst?

Seen the face of Christ on each other?

Then I say… you’ve seen Jesus my Lord.

Have you seen Jesus my Lord?  

He’s here in plain view.

Take a look, open your eyes.

He’ll show it to you.”

Our Presbyterian Book of Order, says many precious things and here’s one of them:

“Scripture – the Word written, preaching – the Word proclaimed, and the sacraments – the Word enacted and sealed, bear testimony to Jesus Christ, the living Word. Through Scripture, proclamation and Sacrament, God in Christ is present by the Holy Spirit, acting to transform, empower and sustain human lives.” (W – 1.0004)

Our faith is in a risen Jesus who makes himself visible still today in Word and Sacrament. 

Here’s a third Easter gift from the risen Jesus. To those whom he offers the gifts of peace and faith, he also offers…

…A MISSION (v. 46-49).

 It is always the case that the gifts that you and I receive from the Lord are never solely for our own benefit. If we have received peace in the midst of the storms of life, it is so that we can pass that peace on to others. If we have been given faith in the risen Jesus because we have encountered him in the Holy Scriptures or experienced him in Holy Communion, it is so that we can pass that faith along to others. The Easter gifts we receive are meant to be shared. And that is why Jesus calls us “ witnesses.” 

 And what are witnesses? They are people who have a story to tell about what they have seen and heard and experienced. They are people who are willing to become involved in order that the truth be told for justices’ sake. They are those who are willing to tell the truth at a personal cost to themselves of time, energy and maybe even their own safety. (Is it any wonder why the root word in the Greek for “witness” is martus, from where we get our word “martyr?”). It’s costly to be a witness!

Witnesses have a story to tell and the last gift that Jesus gave his disciples was something that is both a task to be undertaken and a gift to be received. He gave us a mission. The story we have to tell and the mission we must undertake is made clear in verses 46-48. Listen again:

 “And Jesus said, ‘Thus it is written that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise 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 to these things.”

 There is the mission we have been given!

· To share the good news of the cross and the resurrection of Jesus!

· To proclaim that repentance – a whole new direction in life - is called for.

· To proclaim that forgiveness – new starts, new beginnings – are possible.

· To tell the good news of God’s love and mercy in an ever-expanding mission to the whole world.

 Here is our mission in the words of the great Christian writer Fredrick Buechner:

 “Our task is to keep alive the rumor, to bear witness to the presence, to proclaim in word and deed that all human life is indeed blessed by, accountable to and lived out in the presence of God.” (Listening to Your Life).
And if that last gift seem like too much a burden; too frightening a charge to embrace, read on to verse 49 and see the final and perhaps best Easter gift the Risen Jesus leaves us with. He gifts us…

...A POWER (v.49)

“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.”

Jesus leaves us with the power to carry out the mission. Jesus leaves us with the promise of the Father. Jesus leaves us with the Holy Spirit.

These are the Easter gifts, the first disciples received. And you and I are offered these gifts as well

· Peace in the midst of the storms of life.

· Faith conveyed through Word and Sacrament in the midst of this confusing world.

· A mission and purpose in our lives greater than ourselves.

· And the power to live into that mission and purpose.

So let us arise as the Easter people of Christ, gifted by Him to be the Church, for the glory of God. Amen.
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