Writing on Easter Monday, Tawnya Denise Anderson, a former co-moderator of the PCUSA General Assembly beautifully described the experience and emotions of the days following the resurrection:
“I have often said that the first Easter was one of intense mourning. For days after the resurrection, Jesus' inner circle lived in fear, hiding behind locked doors, talking in hushed tones. Even the women who first heard the good news were terrified. Yet, despite how everyone was feeling, God had done the impossible. The very thing that terrified them had already been defeated, though it was hard to feel victorious in the moment, I'm sure.” 

I have not gone this far into their reports of fear. From the distance of time and with Bible in hand, I knew the fear passed. This is one of the challenges of growing up in a triumphalist church; in light of the outcome, it was hard for me to imagine the disciples experiencing such paralyzing fear. The connection came from the real reason that Denise was writing about today’s lectionary, she was responding to the shootings in Louisville on Monday. 

She said, “I am tired. I am weary of more of the same. My body bears the emotional and physical scars of constant terror. Yet, I'm fixing my gaze on an empty tomb and carrying the foolishness of the good news wherever I run, because I refuse to let anything keep us from that which is rightfully ours to claim. And if I can't claim it for myself, I'll claim it for our progeny. To paraphrase Ella Baker, we who believe in freedom cannot rest. Work together children. . .” 

One of Baker’s best remembered statements was this: “Until the killing of Black men, Black mothers’ sons, becomes as important to the rest of the country as the killing of a White mother’s son—we who believe in freedom cannot rest  . . ..” Bernice Johnson Reagon of Sweet Honey on the Rock set Baker’s words to music and called it “Ella’s Song.” And it is beautiful, perhaps for some, it is easier to hear that way. It put me in mind of the spiritual, “Walk Together Children” which we heard here in the sanctuary on Transfiguration Sunday. “Walk together children, don’t you get weary, there’s a great camp meeting in the Promised Land.” So, here we are, somewhere between fear and freedom, faith and cynicism, human life and the Promised Land.

A friend from her days in the Twin Cities, Kathy Lueckert now works for the PCUSA and lives in Louisville; she wrote, “Friends–the mass shooting in Louisville happened about three blocks from the Presbyterian Center. We are all ok, but shaken. Louisville is a small place so connections are close. We had a brief service of prayer and scripture in the Chapel. A sad commentary on our world that the Book of Common Worship actually has a "Service for after a Violent Event." I don't know what to think about all this gun violence, and I don't think God does either.” 

Isn’t that an interesting thing to hear? “I don’t know what to think about all this gun violence, and I don’t think God does either.” From the cross to the guns, from the Roman legions to the Proud Boys, from Pilate to the gun lobby, human history is a stream of various terrorisms grasping for immortality and power.    

At that service in the Church Center it was said: “It's a beautiful morning and yet death is all around us. It's a sad commentary that we have to have a service like this. . . . I think of first responders who are processing all of this. I think of all those families who went to work today and won't go home tonight–life is so fragile and here we are again, thinking about the epidemic of gun violence in this country. There never seems to be enough death or casualties to make a difference. I don't know what anyone can do to stop this epidemic, but we must stop.”

Some of you knew Philando Castile, our young people knew him from his work in their school cafeteria. He and George Floyd and Daunte Wright were the Black sons of Black mothers. And then there are Evelyn Dieckhaus, Hallie Scruggs, Will Kinney of Nashville the White children of the White mothers. And now in Louisville, Joshua Barrick; Deana Eckert; Thomas Elliott; Juliana Farmer; and James Tutt. The fear is easier to understand; in spite of the faith the disciples had in Jesus, and even with reports of an empty tomb, it doesn’t look or feel like love triumphed. It certainly doesn’t look like “  . . . everyone who believes in me will never die.” This post-resurrection conversation, Jesus and disciples, then disciples and Thomas, then Jesus and Thomas, is a conversion point. They’d been operating more like Roadies traveling with a rock star and now finding out they had all along be a part of a conspiracy of love and justice. 

So there are a few things here that we must address. First of all the Gospels will always clash with Empire. Big systems always find ways to accept inhumanity and Jesus did not. The faith that was born through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection is about following the Spirit’s guidance to live Jesus’ compassion and grace. It is about a love that is beyond belief. For the present church, it is a conversion because it is not about membership but a Way of living. 

If we practice this faith, we are always becoming a Christian, always being made more and more like Jesus, they refer to this as divinization. Becoming a parent or starting a new job offers incredible transformation; we can be transformed by travel, by theater, and music. Jesus taught disciples to discern the ways God is speaking to us. Wisdom suggests we look back through life to see how one experience has prepared us for another. Often the longest and hardest path gives us the greatest gifts. 

The next thing about Christianity is that on Easter day, God brought new life from death, so in addition to conversion and transformation there is also resurrection. Death comes and we have to learn to live beyond our losses and without our beloveds. Somewhere in the process of grieving, new life enters in. 

But death can also be metaphoric: sometimes a form or practice of life or work dies away; I have a friend whose brother is a blacksmith. He’s had some significant opportunities to work at historic properties like the Biltmore but he also had an early retirement. Sometimes, we can choose to do the work of transformation rather stay in a dying pattern. At times, it makes more sense to put a program or career choice on hospice and watch for new opportunities. God’s love is beyond belief and God’s will is toward life and new life.  

The third thing about Christianity is that it is about community. There has been a growing trend in recent decades emphasizing Christian life as personal salvation. This is not borne out in scripture. In the Old Testament God and the prophets talk continually about nations and in the New Testament we hear Jesus and Paul emphasize community, most notably when we share the bread and the cup in communion as a Body of Christ. I believe we can readily find God out in nature but we cannot sustain a transformative spiritual life without engaging with spiritual community. 

Thomas doubted his friends or perhaps more precisely, he doubted his own equality among his friends when they'd had a powerful experience and he had been left out. Upcoming generations do not trust the church–they will continue to doubt us if we do not love broadly and genuinely. They continue to doubt if we do not show up loving and accepting their friends. I suggest that Jesus is still making appearances among many, including, LGBTQ+ friends. I believe Jesus has been in the many rooms of varied reproductive choices with compassion and acceptance; he’s with the homeless and with addicts.  

And let’s be clear, Jesus was a person of color and probably gets very, very well that Black Lives Matter; he’s been seen in the rooms of racial reconciliation and healing! And, because Thomas was a twin, perhaps our twin, we who feel we’ve missed out on some advantage or opportunity–or wonder how it will feel when the prejudices of a lifetime die from the inside; we might find ourselves saying, “I will not believe until I see him with my own eyes. I will not believe until I put my finger in the holes.” But if death was not the end, doubt is just an invitation to conversation and opportunity. 

Richard Rohr once said that he thinks the Christian Church has matured one year for each century which puts us in our 20s now. If that was true for our country, we would still be toddlers, toddlers with guns. And if these characters were in a family system, we could see the sibling rivalry more clearly: Peter gets the power, John is the favorite, and Thomas is the problem child–we are not meant to stay in these roles–we are meant to recognize behaviors and grow out of them to full Christian maturity. We too are part of a conspiracy of love and justice.

So we ask ourselves, how can we be more authentically inclusive? How might we bring more peace? What can we do today to show love to a neighbor or care for our planet? How can we find more reconciliation and healing within our communities? And most importantly today, how much death will we accept?

There is much here to consider, and I was reminded of a familiar charge: “Go forth into the world in peace. Be of good courage. Hold fast to that which is good. Render to no one evil for evil. Strengthen the fainthearted. Support the weak. Help the afflicted. Show love to everyone.” There are no days off, my dear friends in Christ, this is the everyday work to which we have been called. Thanks be to God. Amen. 

