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“The Reality of the Resurrection”
1 John 3:1-7 & Luke 24:36b-48

I was all of fourteen years old when my tütü or grandpa died.  I knew enough as a child growing up about how family members would often report the appearance of someone in the family who had died.  Having that knowledge was far from comforting for me.

Even as an adult I felt the burden of child actor Haley Joel Osment in the movie, “The Sixth Sense.”  In all of the trailers for the film there was always the scene in which he uttered the four words which carried the premise for the entire movie:  “I see dead people.” 

As a child I had absolutely no desire to see any dead people nor did I have any interest in seeing my grandfather in a mirror or standing at the foot of my bed.  I don’t know if I had seen too many horror movies or if I was convinced that such a visit could only mean that some form of punishment was due.


But our küpuna, our ancestors often spoke of such appearances.  Such visions were often seen as “an almost-real presence.”  Clothing, appearance, and mannerisms were often described in detail.  Some would say outright, “I saw Grandpa” or “I saw Grandma.”  Others would simply say, “Tütü appeared to me.” (Nänä I Ke Kumu:  Look to the Source, Pukui, Haertig, & Lee, Hui Hänai, Queen Lili‘uokalani Children’s Center, Honolulu, 1972, page 13).

As luck or providence would have it, it turned out that I never had the opportunity of witnessing the appearance of my grandfather then nor have I had the opportunity of seeing anyone after their deaths.  All of this talk of appearances and visions has made me acutely aware of the look on the disciples’ faces when Jesus appeared to them after his crucifixion and burial.  

They were startled and terrified and thought they were seeing a ghost (Luke 24:37).  In a sense, Jesus’ question to them is a little facetious and over the top.  “Why are you frightened?” he asks.


If I were Haley Joel Osment, I probably would have answered, “Hello!  Are we on the same planet here?  Am I missing something here?”


And then he asks another question, “Why do doubts arise in your hearts?”


Before anyone else would have had a chance to respond, I would have said, "Well, let’s see.  For starters, you’re supposed to be dead!  And secondly, the chief priests and the Pharisees convinced Pilate that we were going to steal your body from the tomb” (Matthew 27:62-66).

Even as Jesus invited the disciples to touch him, even as he showed them his hands and feet, they were still uncertain.  Those to whom Jesus appeared took the resurrection stories of his appearances to be idle tales.


What does this mean, they must have wondered?  Do we continue where we left off?  Do we begin all over again?  Will Jesus now go to God and leave us here alone?  What will happen to us?  Will anybody believe this?  Will we be resurrected as Jesus was?  (Preaching Through the Christian Year B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 248)

How easy it would be for us to see the disciples as a miserly lot of cowards.  But our judgment of them would be an indictment of ourselves.  How utterly devastating it must have been for the disciples to witness Jesus’ death on the cross.  We would probably have been no less devastated.

Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke  is vital in one very significant way.  It is clear that the Jewish Scriptures were central to the disciples’ understanding of the ministry of Jesus and the message of the church (Luke 24:14-17).  
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Jesus said to them, “Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:45-47).

For Luke, the resurrection stories are not about “an almost-real presence”.   Instead, the resurrection stories are about what is real.  It may not seem accurate at first to say this, given the appearance of dazzling angels and talking angels and of Jesus suddenly present and just as suddenly gone.  

But when we focus our attention on those to whom Jesus appeared, we see in the early disciples the reality of the resurrection and its impact on their lives.  They were surprised.  They were frightened.  They were confused.  (Op. cit.) 

Yet despite being startled, terrified, and filled with disbelief, they were also filled with joy.  It is this joy that compelled all of them to eventually become his witnesses to all nations.  

When Jesus ate the piece of broiled fish the disciples gave him they recognized him.  When he reminded them about what was written in the scriptures, they remembered and in remembering they recognized him.  


Today is the third Sunday of Easter.  Our celebration of Easter is far from over.  We remember what is written.  And in remembering, we believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God.  (John 20:31) 

We proclaim then to all nations the call to repentance and the forgiveness of sins.  We proclaim to all nations that through believing that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, we may have life in his name. 


It is a life of discipleship rooted in a life of service.  In 1979 a parish priest in Spain known for his work among youth wrote the lyrics to our closing hymn.  In the hymn there is a response to Jesus’ call to a life of service.  He writes:  “You need my hands, my exhaustion . . . ”
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In late February Archbishop Desmond Tutu of Southern Africa addressed those who participated in a candlelight march through downtown Porto Alegre, Brazil.  The march culminated a weeklong gathering of the 9th Assembly of the World Council of Churches.


I met Archbishop Tutu many years ago in New Brunswick, New Jersey in the days when the struggle to end apartheid in Southern Africa was in full swing.  He was a remarkable man.  We were instructed by those hosting a reception at a conference I was attending that we were simply to shake his hand and offer a word of greeting.

I was so excited to meet him that I decided I was going to risk getting chastised.  As I reached out to shake his hand, I told him my name and said I was from Hawai‘i and without batting an eye he said, “Aloha.”


As the winner of the Nobel Prize for peace he began his speech in Porto Alegre by saying:  "We have an extraordinary God.  God is a mighty God, but God needs you.  When someone is hungry, bread doesn’t come down from heaven.  When God wants to feed the hungry, you and I must feed the hungry.  And now God wants peace in the world.” (Zion’s Herald, North Berwick, Maine, March/April 2006, page 30)


Whether we feed the hungry or wage peace, God calls us through the risen Christ to a life of service.  Thanks be to God.
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