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Happy 5th Sunday of Easter everyone! We are (hopefully) still in the
afterglow of the joyous resurrection of our Lord, Jesus Christ !! And for
me, the scripture I am most drawn to after Easter is John 20:19-31!

That is because it has become rather “famous” or perhaps “infamous” in
Christian history as it has been interpreted that the disciple Thomas was
a bad guy due to his so-called doubt about the Risen Savior. When in
fact, if you look deeper into the reaction of Thomas to the Good News
you may find that there was more to the story to his initial reaction.

In truth, Thomas’ doubt was not a bad thing, because it serves as an
expression of how Jesus meets us where we are at... (and that will be for
another sermon.. you can invite me back if you want to hear the rest of
the story- wink, wink). Because, in reality, there is a greater, more
profound message buried within this story which is this, empowered by
this resurrection joy, we are to rejoice and live into in the mission that
Christ brought to us on earth.

And the truth is that today’s primary scripture, 1 John 1:1-2:2, addresses
more thoroughly that message. The context here was about a decade
after he wrote the first John gospel, this same author wrote this letter to
address ongoing internal conflict within the church (who can imagine
that?) , including false teaching about the nature of Jesus, which was
negatively influencing how members were interacting with each other
and the way the church was functioning as a witness to the resurrection.



Part of his message to this early church was for them to “stop acting up”
and go back to what originally brought them together as a community,
which was that Christ is risen, Alleluia!! - and that the world has been
transformed and is a better place than what it was before. He wanted
them to actively participate in that transformation, reminding them that
they, too, like Thomas ‘“had touched the Word” and was assured of
experiencing a blessed new world order of peace and justice. And of
course, we could all respond saying “Yes, indeed we too, believe that
because we ve actually participated in the transformation” and we can go
home today feeling that we were good Christians and that everything is
okay. AMEN???... maybe....

Because at some point we also have to acknowledge that everything is
not okay. Because if you haven’t noticed, the world that currently we
live in and experience on a daily basis is not looking very transformed. It
is a place where it seems that evil, death and troubling actions seem to
reign supreme and unchallenged too much of the time. Families are
hiding in their homes, not able to work or attend school simply because
they don’t “look” American. Citizens are murdered in cold blood on the
streets while acting out their right to protest. People are disappearing to
mysterious detention centers. Men and women, mostly of color are being
arrested by ICE without warrants or reason. Children being terrified in
daycare raids. Unfortunately, I could go on and on naming the “tragedy
of the day”, here in Minnesota and all over the world. And still,
politicians play fast and loose with other people's lives and reputations
to win political points and or favors.

So, what do we mean when we proclaim that Christ is risen, triumphing
over death, and therefore life as we’ve known it is transforming? Some
of us skeptics might say to you, “yeah in your dreams”. But, maybe
dreaming is not a bad place to start, though. In 1963, The Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. declared famously, “I have a dream,” and it



created a revolution for a generation, my generation. Perhaps now in this
215 century world, we too, need to start by allowing the risen Christ to
reign in our dreams and then we can respond by allowing his reign to
begin to work itself out in our hearts, our lives, our politics and our
planet. But be aware that the “Dreamer” MLK, who is now remembered
as this in venerable saint-like leader, was in his time, considered a
disrupter of the norms of society and a dangerous agitator.

So, considering that fact, the truth is that the message of Easter, at its
core, 1s dangerous and disruptive for the same reason that Jesus himself
was considered to be dangerous and disruptive. It is because it violates
and exposes so many of the accepted patterns of our world and our
society, and those patterns have become the basis of so many little
empires seeking their own power.

There are social media empires that cannot tolerate a message that
rejects bullying and intimidation. There are medical empires that cannot
tolerate a message that demands health and equitable care for the
average citizen and the disenfranchised. There are business corporations
and marketing agencies that cannot tolerate a message that says that
quality of life is found in simplicity not in consumption. And in our own
Christian backyard, there are religious empires that cannot tolerate a
message that God's blessings are not restricted just to those who look a
certain way, love in an “acceptable” way and overall, encourage a
narrow way of believing.

Jesus, himself, got in a lot of trouble because he challenged and
undermined the accepted world view on which so many had built their
monopolies and empires. They were not going to give them up without a
fight, and that fight went as far as having Jesus set up on questionable
charges and sentenced to death by torture.



However, the good news that we celebrate at Easter is that Jesus' radical
message of freedom and transformation didn't end there. The stone in
front of the tomb couldn't hold Jesus, and we believe that Jesus Christ is
alive, continuing to set people free from all that would destroy them.
Jesus Christ continues to be active in the world, undermining the
strongholds of exploitation, degradation and injustice.

But as exciting as that news is, there is (what I might frame as) a scary
side. The risen Christ stands among us now, as we read of him standing
among his followers on that first Easter Sunday, and says, ‘“Peace be

with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” If we are to rejoice
in the resurrection and experience the new life of freedom and love in
Jesus Christ, then we are called to carry on the same mission that got
him into so much trouble. Jesus breathes on us, and says, “Receive the
Holy Spirit.” He empowers us and equips us for the task he calls us to
and he doesn't give us any escape clauses and getting into trouble can be
part of the package.

And so, this 1s where the “Real Work Begins”, to bear witness to the

reality of new life, to bear witness to God's passion for justice and love,
and to oppose everything that would destroy and degrade the beauty that
God intended for the created world.

We do the real work when we stand together in righteous indignation,
we do the real work when we march and protest, we do the real work
when we petition, when we vote, we give shelter, we advocate, when we
pray, when we have compassion for others who have greater challenges
than we have , and we are also called do the really hard work when we
meet face to face with those we disagree with, sitting with them at the
table in Holy conversation and listening. Be aware that you could be

criticized by your Christian associates, who want to play it safe, but
please don’t listen to them, listen to the voice of God.



Doing the real work happens when we make known the good news of
God's all-inclusive love and freely offered forgiveness. And in a very
real way in that, we are not just followers of the risen Christ, we are to
be Christ to others. This 1s what the Beloved community looks like.

But also know this, the real work is not just about doing, it's also about
being. When those disciples were huddled up in that room, they were not
just fearful, they were exhausted! They needed a place for respite and
restoration, and we should never forget that is a need for all of us. A
place to dig deep into who we are and whose we are and what our
sources are for the help and guidance. We cannot do this work just off
the top of our heads believing that we can fix everything because... we
think we can. Hear this, my family, Jesus is the “fixer”, so we are called
to stop and let him in to restore us when we need it. After Jesus found
the disciples locked away in that room together, sheltering from the
world outside, their encounter with him renewed their confidence and he
was able to commission them for action with these words that I repeat
again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you™.
And therein lies a pattern for us as people of God, believing and
accepting that there so many ways of renewal and finding the peace
within. It may often be in those times of worship, singing, praising and
praying or in times of reading devotions and quiet reflection, or even
having an ice cream cone while looking at the sunset; a set aside space
where we can gather up our weary souls to find a place to drink from the
well that Jesus offers to us to soothe and restore us to hear the voice of
God and to more deeply understand the mission that Christ has led us
into. And then continue the work with joy and a renewed spirit.

I say again, there is nothing wrong with us creating time in that soothing
space. God wants us to spend time together in sheltered spaces, seeking
to deepen our intimacy with Christ, and to be transformed and
empowered by him. Honestly, if we are to be Christ's followers, we need



that, and we will suffer if we neglect it. Remember none of us are
superman/woman/people and we should not feel the obligation to be so.

Now I will happily acknowledge that here at Oak Grove, I’'m preaching
to the choir, you have shown yourselves to be on the frontline in the
mission that Jesus calls us to be his witness on earth and call out to the
empires in society. For that, you are truly to be commended!!

However, there is still more to this “real work,” a surprising twist to the
story! Please know that this is not just a call to serve and work for justice
for everyone else, it is also an invitation, an opportunity fo be served and

to be cared for!

It would deem us well to remember that we all have or eventually will,
experience the pain of difference and being on the margins in this
society, be it aging, skin color, declining health, physical challenges,
financial concerns, becoming victims of violence, and other forms of
loss. Allowing ourselves to be cared for and loved by the community of
Christ also gives us an even deeper and heartfelt grounding to witness in
the wider world.

Yes, this real work of protest, using our voices to call out an
accountability to all that is hurtful and harmful to our well-being is
something that we all can agree is certainly in the forefront of the
mission of Christ, but to love and be loved, that is the ultimate gift of
the resurrection.

Jesus calls us to continue his mission of love in the world, and he calls
us as the church to be a community on mission together. We are now
being reminded that also consists of self-care through pray and holy
resting time along with accepting that we may also be recipients of this
care and love and need for justice.



We are invited to find ways that will encourage us all to gather together
behind closed doors to meet with Christ, and having been empowered
and commissioned by him, to move out into the world, announcing and
living out the message of life in the midst of death, hope in the midst of
despair, and forgiveness and acceptance in the midst of judgmental
rejection. And may God's spirit be with us as we seek those ways. If we
want to live up to our identity as God's children, and as followers of
Jesus, then we must as a community continue to take on his mantle and
continue his mission.

In the end, this real work will not only bring true transformation to a
world burdened down with the empire, it will also bring to us the joy of
knowing we’ve followed the path of resurrection that Jesus left for us
and are active participants in bringing this transformation and hope to a
downtrodden world!!

Yes, my friends, Christ has risen! He has risen indeed! Alleluia,
Alleluia, Alleluia. Thanks be to God, AMEN



