Acts 4:32-35

Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in common. With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. There was not a needy person among them, for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold. They laid it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need.

1 John 1:1-2:2

We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life-- this life was revealed, and we have seen it and testify to it, and declare to you the eternal life that was with the Father and was revealed to us-- we declare to you what we have seen and heard so that you also may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ. We are writing these things so that our joy may be complete.

This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true; but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.

My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.

John 20:19-31

When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you." When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained."

But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But he said to them, "Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe."

A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe." Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!" Jesus said to him, "Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe."

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.

Prayer: 
Heavenly father, somehow help us believe. Amen.

Sermon:

Today’s Gospel is loaded with stuff for me to preach like I once used to, that is, for at least 45 minutes at any given point. However, since I know there is a worship committee meeting and a vestry meeting this week, I will do whatever it takes to protect myself from being pink slipped.

So how do I succinctly state what has just happened? Christ is risen, Alleluia! Yeah but what is so great about that?  Lazarus had also been raised from the dead. Jesus, the person, was certainly not the first to experience resurrection and certainly will not be the last.  We believe that one day we all will be raised from the dead too.  So what is so awesome about Jesus’ resurrection?
To answer this question, we first need to see who was Jesus, what was he known for, what did he do, what was his niche?  
Jesus was the son of a carpenter, some of us like to think that that made him an artisans son, which was a status position, some of us think that that proved he was from the labor class so we make a big deal about his being poor.  Well, the truth is that despite our sophisticate ability to reconstruct the Biblical times through our scholarship and our excavations in the Holy land, no one has yet found Jesus’ tax returns to prove his net worth, so let’s not make too much of that issue.    
What we do know is that he loved challenging authority.  He did it at age 12. Well, you would say that’s pretty normal for a 12 year old! True, who likes to be seen with his parents in a crowd at age 12.  Yet, what he did was a little more than that.  While he challenged the authority of the religious leaders and proved to be a difficult 12 year old for his parents, he showed an unshakeable love for God. Now, that is rare to find today just as it was in his day.  

He was fearless. Social norms mattered the least to him.  He associated with sinners; he ate and drank with them.  He partied with thousands, not just a few. Where food and wine ran out, he simply created some more. No wonder crowds followed him around. He enjoyed being pampered by a woman of ill repute. 
He turned fishermen into leaders of people thereby challenging the entire taxation system; the labor regulations and the social structure itself. He did not hold any prejudice against foreigners, in fact, in a multi-faceted religious community of priests and Levites he thought that the Samaritan was better than them all.  
He was a rebel rouser. He had the least appreciation for those who served at the Temple. He drove them out with a whip. And all those the religious figures had attested as lepers, blind, crippled, he healed them on the Sabbath day, perhaps just to be a little more in your face with the religious authorities. He could care less about the Sabbath. 
His sense of economics was a bit suspect. He purported offering the same amount in wages to those who worked only the last instance with those who labored the whole day. He hailed the woman who gave everything she had to live on, though very little, over against those contributors who gave huge sums but which amounted to only a portion of their net worth.  
To sum up, other than his good taste for a good social life, he was really a person we would not like to call a good Episcopalian!

So then why do we go around saying Alleluia Alleluia if the likes of this man Jesus we would not allow amongst us?  Friends this is a serious question. Especially in a culture that seeks to reconcile everything with personal integrity.  
So where is personal integrity in what Jesus did on earth?  Let me back track a little, did Jesus ever preach individualism? Did the idea of personhood ever get discussed as the rights and duties of a single individual over against another? Or was individual viewed as an organ of a much larger organism; Yes, with its own unique needs and purpose, but of no identity if detached from the organism? Where in the scriptures do we hear Jesus saying that if it makes sense to you as a person, or if as a an individual person you so desire, or if it may be acceptable to you as an individual, or if it may concur with your personal convictions, please consider following me? In all that I have read about this man Jesus there is nothing that encourages me to assert my own personal self over against the need of the organism of which I am a part of.

What then is this organism?  Is it my denomination?  Is it my religion? Is it my nation? Is it my tribe? Is it my social class?  Is it my peer group? Is it those with whom I share a language? What are the boundaries of this organism?  Friends, this is where we get in real trouble.  The classic example of which is the unity of the Christian Church.  When we begin to seek the boundaries of this organism we end up asking terrible questions, like the following: How can we live into Jesus' prayer that we all be one while maintaining our personal integrity?

Yet, If we believe that the man Jesus was stubborn, in your face, and a rebel rouser because he wanted people to understand that life was not in the personhood of a single self, or a self created authority and institution, no matter how sacred it may be, but in the collectiveness of a community; that the co in the community and the commune in the community, was the most essential part of living; then, how do we define community?  What happens to the individual self in such a community?

Maybe it is my lack of being able to appreciate the concept of personhood; I don’t know where the error is within me, but I believe that the man Jesus was very clear that our community is formed around God.  It is in being in fellowship with this one God whom he encouraged us to intimately love and call OUR father, not my sweet sugar daddy, but OUR father, that we begin to form a community. Since this community is formed around the oneness of the father, this community is to be one too.  Yes, all of God’s creation. Let me repeat this, ALL of God’s creation is to be one around the father. 
Yes, in our faith language, just as the father and the son are one, we who have understood that in God’s world there is no need for any further boundaries, we need to be one.  Yes, that is how Paul can say, in Christ there is no Jew no Gentile, no slave no master, no man no woman.  And if he were writing today, he would probably say, in Christ there is no first world and no third world, no Episcopalian and no Presbyterian, no American and no dumb foreigner, no have and no have not, no gay no straight, no Hindu no Jew, no Muslim, and yes, no Christian. In Christ there are only the children of God who lovingly call this God by the collective “OUR” father. These boundaries and the insistence on their identities are like seeking to have life when cut off from the living organism.  Yes that insistence on another boundary is the path of darkness and the life in sin. 
Friends I know what I just said is hard to digest and accept. Well, that is why they killed Jesus.  He did not want people to live in their little fortresses where they could either feel protected or sometimes even feel superior to the rest, he wanted them to be reconciled as one with God.  Being reconciled with God was being reconciled with one another.  This reconciliation with one another was not based on recognition of each other’s diversity, or seeking to give equal place to each person, or to cherishing the common ground, or in establishing some basic rights, or any of the other popular, yet in my opinion, absolutely insane secular ideas that we live with today and think will bring peace and harmony.  And if you disagree with me that such ideas are insane then think again why the insistence on freedom, such equality, and democracy is taking the life of so many in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Why did the same insistence take the lives of so many in Vietnam not too many years ago? What was the conclusion of that “noble” endeavor? Did the world become a place where everyone was accepted for what she or he was?  

But what Jesus died for is an idea in which every person is reconciled to the other without having to be someone else; Because, Jesus’ idea of equality is not based on being equal amongst each other.  You do not have to be of the same height to receive justice in God’s fellowship. In fact, you do not even need to worry about justice anymore, it does not matter how long you worked, you are still taken care of.  It does not matter if you were first or last, you are the child of God.
Friends, that is the radical idea the man Jesus died for and that is what we are called to believe in.  And if we really do believe in it, then that belief is not an intellectual belief, but an idea that needs to be lived through our lives.  Yes, John is quick to remind us that it is a tough idea to live and that we will fall short of it and we will find ourselves in sin; nevertheless, we are to struggle to give up our insistence on our unique identities and live with the identity of a reconciled fellowship, a single community formed around “Our Father” not my sugar daddy.   And all of the New Testament writers remind us that the first thing that we need to do once we accept this man Jesus’ idea of life, we get off of our lazy bums and share it with others and invite them to a reconciled world.  
Now how do we know that this idea is the best idea there is to achieve a world of true peace, love, and fellowship in which no person is left un- cared for?  We know this because God not only sent his only son to help us achieve this reconciliation, so that who ever believes in him may not perish but have eternal life, but he also resurrected this man Jesus through whom this god ordained idea was lived and taught.  And that is why the raising from the dead of the man Jesus is a big deal not because it is the bringing back to life a dead body, but it is demonstrating in the most concrete of ways that even death cannot annihilate the truthfulness of this divine plan for reconciliation. 
But like Thomas we still doubt it. We say no, there is truth in other ideas also. We adamantly and arrogantly hold that to say salvation is only through Jesus Christ is to limit God, because God has created many other plans, all of which give eternal life.  We insist on our own context specific approaches to justice and peace. And in so doing, we have reached the point of wanting to revise the scriptures.  

I would like to end today with a story that reflects my own deficiencies.  Those of you who know me also know that I have some learning disabilities; the most debilitating of which is that I do not know when to keep my mouth shut when it comes to matters of my faith.  Anyhow, once I was strolling with a friend in Hartford and we came across a huge banner that celebrated some kind of an anniversary of a church denomination.  On it were printed the following words: “God is Still Speaking…”And then there were three dots. When I saw this I stopped.  My friend, who was from that denomination, asked me, “what happened, why did you stop?”  I said, “I am trying to make sense of this statement.  I thought every one of us believed that God speaks to us today, just as God did all through history, because we believe God is Immanuel, then what has motivated these words? Who is doubting that God is still speaking? And I am further wondering if God looks at this statement and says, ‘why do you doubt that I am still speaking?’ And then I teased my friend and said, maybe God would like to revise this statement and say, ‘The question is not whether I am still speaking or not, the question is, are you still listening?’” 
May God somehow help us get over our doubts stemming from our misguided ideas of personhood, just like Thomas, and may God help us believe in Jesus Christ the only Son of God, through him, and him alone is salvation possible, not because he was a likeable guy but because he died for our sins, and on the third day, raised from the dead. AMEN.  ALLELUIA!!!!! 
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