From Confusion to Witness, Easter 3-B, Luke 24:36-48, 4/15/18
Hearing this morning’s gospel lesson is a bit like turning on your favorite TV show ten minutes into an episode:  you know something important has happened but you’re not sure exactly where you are in the story.  So let’s back up and see what has happened to this point.
This morning’s gospel lesson is the third of three Easter Day incidents which Luke records. The narrative begins early in the morning at the empty tomb.  The women are going to anoint Jesus’ body with burial spices; instead, they find an angel who proclaims Jesus is risen.  When the women try to tell their story, the apostles dismiss their witness as the idle tale of some hysterical women.
The scene immediately shifts to the 7 ½ mile walk which Jesus makes from Jerusalem to Emmaus with Clopas and another disciple.  Though they spend the day with Jesus, these followers are blind to his presence until he takes bread and blesses it after supper.  As soon as they recognize him Jesus disappears, and the astonished disciples immediately head back to Jerusalem to tell what they have experienced.  Just as they begin to tell their story to the apostles, Jesus appears back in Jerusalem—clearly he and the apostles have had a long day.  It’s here that our lesson picks up.
When we come to scripture one question is always worth asking:  Why did the writer include this particular story; what was he or she trying to tell us?  I think Luke includes this story for at least three reasons.

First, he is acknowledging how difficult faith can be and, therefore, inviting us to be patient with our own doubts.  The striking thing about Luke’s Easter stories is how consistently nobody believes that Jesus is alive.  The women proclaim it and are derided.  The disciples on the road have heard the women’s witness, but they are still downcast and do not recognize Jesus face to face.  And when Jesus appears to the apostles (remember, this is after both the women and Clopas have told them Jesus is alive) they are “startled and frightened.”  Jesus shows them his wounds and still, Luke says, “they disbelieved for joy and wondered.”  Given the most incredible news possible they greet it with a cauldron of confused emotion—excited, afraid, joyful, but not sure they can dare to believe something so good.
If those first disciples could not immediately embrace the possibility of resurrection, of a new beginning, perhaps we should not panic when we have our moments of doubt.  More than that, perhaps we should embrace those moments of doubt as chance to grow into more mature disciples.  Frederick Buechner has a wonderful definition of doubt.  He writes, “Doubts are the ants in the pants of faith.  They keep it awake and moving”   
When we are skeptical of pat answers, when we struggle to make sense of God’s action in the world, we are less likely to fall victim to religious charlatans.  Spiritual insight is most valuable when it is hard won and tested.  Just as an engineer works out the stresses of a dam long before the water builds up against it, so we ask the hard questions to be sure our hope holds when it matters.  Questioning is not only okay; it is essential.
The second reason Luke tells this story is to reemphasize that the Jesus the disciples experience is both totally new and utterly familiar.  Faced with the presence of Jesus in their midst the disciples had two conventional explanations to choose from:  Either this was Jesus the man they had known, miraculously not dead, despite what they had observed; or it was a ghost, some sort of purely spiritual presence.  Luke is at pains to show that neither of these explanations fits their experience.  Jesus appears without warning, unconstrained by physical limits of time and space.  Yet he shares a meal with them and offers his body for examination.  This is the Jesus they had known, but something unprecedented has happened—a new variable has been added to the equation.
But this is more than Luke trying to “prove” the resurrection.  He’s making an important theological point.  The Jesus who is raised is the one who was crucified, the one who died for embodying a call for justice and compassion.  It is this Jesus, not just some vague, generic spirit which stands before them alive—and vindicated.
These days you often hear people say they are spiritual but not religious.  If  by that they mean they are seeking God and are often disappointed with institutions which claim to speak for Jesus, I understand the frustration.  But too often it means they want to luxuriate in a warm glow without ever translating it into action; religion as holy hot tub.  The gospel writers will have none of that; the Christ who is raised loves this world enough to die for it and he invites his disciples to do the same, to invest themselves in the muck and mire of ministry, just as Jesus did.  And the promise is that just as Jesus was raised, so we will find our sacrifice vindicated and our lives more abundant.
Finally, Luke tells this story because resurrection should end in proclamation.  All of the gospels have a least one scene when Jesus commissions the witnesses to go and tell what they have witnessed.  He does not tell them to go and argue with people.  He does not tell them to read unbelievers the riot act if they do not accept a certain doctrinal formulation.  But he does tell them share what they have experienced.  “You are witnesses to these things,” he says, and the implicit challenge is for us to go beyond fear of looking foolish to bold confession of what it means to know there is resurrection beyond every death.
Our task is not to prove anything to skeptical people, nor is it to zealously defend some static, supposedly pristine, faith formulation for all time.  It is to be so spiritually alive that we have a word to speak which touches the hearts of others.  In his novel The Variations, John Donatich tells of an old priest counseling a younger priest who feels his faith slipping.  The wise priest says, “Listen Dominic, the big challenge is not to keep believing but to believe again and again, to start all over…Day by day.  Day by day.  From scratch, every day.”  When Jesus appeared to the apostles he was inviting them to, in a sense, start from scratch, to let go of their assumptions and see how resurrection changes everything—and then tell the world.
