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Scripture: Luke 5:13-35

I don’t have the words to say what a joy it has been to spend my first week in full time ministry.

And if it is any consolation to some of you, I already feel a little less trepidation … a little less like the dog that always chased cars … but then, when he caught one, didn’t know what to do.

In fact, when people have called or stopped by and asked how it was going, I’ve caught myself a couple of times using a different metaphor. My response was that I was as happy as a pig in slop.

I realize that, when it comes to how you want to think about your pastor and your church, that is not much of an improvement. I’ll keep working to find the right language.

One of the most meaningful tasks has been the ritual of moving into the pastor’s office, unpacking books and my various prized possessions, most of which had no place in my office at the bank.

One that I want you to know about right up front is this one – bobble-head Jesus.  This was a gift from my children so I hope you’ll understand why I think he deserves a place on the shelf.

I confess that – as I sat at my desk and performed various tasks – I did look up at him a few times to see whether he was nodding – or shaking -- his head.  Nothing on that front so far.  
But one day, in the middle of the week when things were momentarily quiet, he did spontaneously fall over.  That got my attention – until I realized that the bookcase was a little tilted from the uneven floors of our marvelous old church. A shim under the bookcase fixed that problem, but I’ll be watching closely from now on.
I also found a few things left over by Charlie.  We all know Charlie and so no one would be surprised that he had very carefully organized a number of files and documents for me to have in ready access.
He also left me this book – The Treasury of Clean Church Jokes.  Here’s one:

A little girl asked her mother whether she had ever seen a cross-eyed bear. No, the mom responded, why did she ask?  “Because,” said the little girl,” in Sunday School we sang a song about the consecrated cross-eyed bear.”

In one drawer, Charlie also left a very nice kit for taking communion to shut-ins or people in the hospital.  Right next to it was this can of sardines.  Perhaps Charlie was going to re-enact the feeding of the five thousand.

*
*
*

In last week’s sermon, we considered the multiple endings of the Gospel according to Mark.  There are, in fact, multiple post-resurrection stories in the gospels.  

This morning’s scripture from the lectionary is the longest and most developed of all. 

A few weeks ago in adult Sunday school, we discussed why the story of the resurrection didn’t simply end with the empty tomb and the message from the angel that Christ was risen.
The class, being the bright bunch they are, responded that people would need more than that if they were really going to believe.  And they were right.  That was true for first-century followers and it’s true for twenty-first century followers.

Belief, however, requires something else first – and that is recognition.  

Martin Luther and John Calvin were perhaps the two most important leaders of the Protestant Reformation movement that ultimately gave birth to the Presbyterian church.

They both proposed that recognition and belief come much more through our ears than our eyes. Calvin, especially, claimed that we believe because of what we hear instead of what we see. 

We have eyelids, after all, to shut out what we don’t want to see.  But we don’t have ear-lids.

And sometimes we see … but we don’t recognize.

Look no further than this morning’s scripture.  As we heard, the disciples were walking along the road to Emmaus when Christ came up to walk along and talk with them.

“But their eyes were kept from recognizing him” verse 16 reads.

As we read, the story continues and the disciples do not begin to recognize their messiah until two things happen.

Christ interprets the scriptures for them. Then, Christ takes the bread, blesses it and breaks it –which triggers the disciples’ memory of the Last Supper and they realize they are with the risen Lord.

This highlights two of the central themes of the Gospel of Luke.

First, Luke repeatedly highlights the importance of table fellowship in the life of the worshipping community – something we also know through our Easter breakfast feasts, fish fries, ice cream parties and the upcoming pizza and game night.

Second, Luke emphases how people come to believe in Christ as the risen Lord without having to see him after his resurrection.
We recognize both of those themes in today’s scripture.

But there is something more going on here.

Full recognition comes to the disciples after Christ interprets the scripture and breaks the bread.  And in that we see the two most fundamental elements of our worship, namely the Word and the Sacraments.

First, Christ preaches the word in how he interprets scripture … and the disciples’ faith is stirred. 
The good news – for me and for you – is that faith does NOT depend on a Christ-like standard of scriptural interpretation. 
Rather, our tradition holds that the effect of reading scripture and interpreting it through preaching goes well beyond what the preacher says – to what the listener hears.  So God can – and does – speak through the preacher’s efforts – however effective or not -- to reach the believer.
That is why we pray the prayer of illumination when we read scripture … to invite God’s Holy Spirit to speak to us through what we hear.

And we do not only hear the Word through reading scripture and preaching.  The Word is in our confession and pardon, our prayers and our music.  And we are especially blessed by the power – and the joy – of the word our choir gives us each week.
In the same way that our faith is nurtured through the Word, it is also nourished through the sacraments. In the acts of Baptism and Communion, as we will share later in worship today, God seals in us God’s promise of grace. 

So Christ makes himself fully known to his disciples through these two acts – interpreting the scripture and breaking the bread.
But our scripture is not through with us there.

If it takes ears to hear in order to recognize and believe … what does it take to respond?

That, my friends, is a matter of the heart.

Did you catch the two references to the heart in the scripture?

Christ calls the disciples “slow of heart” when they failed to believe the reports of the women about the empty tomb.  A few verses later, as they came to recognize the risen Christ, they said to each other, “Did not our hearts burn within us?”
Nowhere else in scripture is there a mention of a slow heart or a burning heart. So we should pay close attention to what Luke is saying to us.
Luke’s references here build on the Greek’s understanding of the heart as more than just the physical organ. Luke and his contemporaries considered the heart the very center of our life, the seat of our soul and the source of our values and our character.

Another way to think about it – as the Hebrews had thought before the Greeks – was that our heart includes the idea of our gut. It holds what we believe most deeply, what we know to be true almost without thinking and what guides our decision-making as much, if not even a little more, than our minds.

That resonates with us, doesn’t it?
We all know that sinking feeling when we have failed to act in good conscience –to speak truth to power, to hold to our convictions and to stand up for the weak or the disadvantaged.

That is what it is to be slow of heart.

I also wonder if we have a sense of what it means for our hearts to burn within us – not from last night’s microwave burrito but from recognizing in our gut that something wonderful, something profound, something spirit-led is going on.

I get that feeling about this church community.  So many who visited us last week told me they had that feeling. And I know so many of you do as well.

As one friend who was here for the first time last week said to me:  “You just get the feeling that this church is about to catch fire.”
Whatever God has in store for us, perhaps the best news – aside from the promise of the resurrection itself – is that we have each other and we will travel this road together. 
As your pastor ending his first week in the job, I could not be more thankful for the road ahead and the presence of each of you in our traveling party.

*
*
*

I close with a word from the pastor and prolific author Henri Nouwen.
In a book about the spiritual life titled Making All Things New, he pointed out that we live in a noisy world – crowded by the inner noise each of us carries inside along with the outer noise of all that surrounds us.  
All of this noise, he said, threatens to make us deaf to God’s sometimes still, small voice.

And this, Nouwen wrote, leads to a life that can only be called “absurd.” 

You see we get the word “absurd” from the Latin word for “deaf.”  

But when we are “obedient” – a word that comes from the Latin word for “listening” – we can hear God’s call.     
As we set out on this next phase of our life together, gathering regularly in worship to hear the Word and to celebrate the sacraments, my prayer is that, together, God will bless us with open ears to receive the gift of faith … and stout hearts to respond in the world.

Amen.
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