BEING WHO WE ARE

Isaiah 61: 1-4, Acts 3:1-10
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I have long since lost track of the countless times I have been interrupted just before or just after leading public worship!  I long since stopped being amazed at the variety of reasons persons just have to speak to the pastor … for just a moment … at either 10:53 or 12:16 or some other inopportune time on a Sunday.

Now before you think you need to apologize for doing just that (!), let me hasten to say that the context of the gathered faith community is the very time a pastor needs to be available and accessible.  So, please don’t stop seeking me out for conversations, long or short, when you come to church!  I’ll try to treat you with grace and kindness and respect … and I’ll ask that you do the same if we need to finish our conversation later!

Truthfully, someone wiser than me once told Henri Nouwen that “the interruptions ARE your work” when Nouwen complained that he could never find time to finish his writing due to the demands of students, colleagues and friends.

Yes, so much of what God does happens in the interruptions – those spaces in between  (interstices, as John Blizzard put it in a recent devotion he shared with our Staff ) – when we are convinced by our own agenda that we are moving with a particular direction or purpose … only to have God pop up in a most unexpected way.

In a marvelous scene from the movie, Forrest Gump, the main character has come to the Gulf Coast to buy a shrimp boat.  He’s trying to honor the plan of his friend Bubba (killed in Vietnam) to go into the shrimping business.  Everybody thinks Forrest is a complete idiot and he struggles to catch 

anything, until a storm wipes out the other boats and leaves Forrest to rake in all the shrimp for an entire season.  He becomes rich, but his take on the 

storm is, “God showed up!”

Apparently, a key element to discipleship is to open our eyes and spirits to the ways in which God moves in the interruptions of life!

Both  Peter and John, as well as the lame man, have very clear agenda in this story. The two apostles are on their way to regular afternoon worship in the Temple.  This was a prescribed, routine matter with which any devout Jew would have been familiar, beyond the point of questioning.  The lame man had his routine down also.  He knew the crowds passed by this spot regularly on their way to worship, and he knew that near the Temple, an act of mercy helping a poor lame man would’ve been counted especially righteous. 

Who ever said folks who ask for help are not sometimes calculating?

These folk are still around, of course … the lame, the blind, the wounded, the broken, the challenged.  And, some of them are not above using their infirmity to play on the sympathy of those who might help them.  I have lost track of the countless needy folk who have appealed to my sense of mercy and compassion to get help with their problems or needs.  It is not always easy to discern the best way to help.

Over the years, I have channeled many, many $1000’s from Pastor’s Relief Funds and Helping Funds to persons and families to meet medical needs, provide food, keep the power turned on or stay one step ahead of eviction.  I have also, as your representative, said “no” to requests when the story did not add up or information came to us from other helping ministries/churches or the signs of alcohol or drugs were noticed.  On a few occasions, I have even suggested or offered some helpful alternative to that requested.

But never have I offered a sign of power and healing quite like Peter gave!

But then, maybe we are not to limit ourselves to such a literal and narrow interpretation of what is going on here!  Maybe we are drawn into this story more deeply than we might think.

Who of us cannot name some moment when God showed up and put before us an opportunity to respond and love and forgive and offer healing in the name of Jesus?  

Maybe we did not see it…maybe we did not respond right away…maybe our creativity was limited…maybe our agenda for the moment stifled us and blocked our spirit’s capacity to recognize the interruption for what it was?

I think Peter and John were able to offer powerful healing because they were very clear about who they were in Christ.  They understood their identity was now totally bound and grounded in what God had done in Jesus of Nazareth!

Peter makes this clear in the sermon he preaches to the crowd that gathered in amazement around the healed lame man.  He tells them that the power of the God of Israel has done this mighty act (not Peter or John) in order to glorify Jesus, whom God has raised from the dead.  In fact, the power of Jesus’ name (identity) has “made this man strong, whom you see and know; and the faith that is through Jesus has given him this perfect health in the presence of all of you.”

Peter and John identify so closely with Jesus that they are inspired to live out mighty signs and wonders in His name.

This is why the Vision statement put before us by our Vision Team is such a strong statement of identity!  

Our vision is to BE the hands, feet & heart of Jesus Christ. Earlier the Team spent some time pondering additional words that might be part of the statement such as “called to be” or “striving to be”.  But none of these communicated with sufficient power the strong element of IDENTITY this statement intends to make.

And, as our identity is clarified, our mission takes shape!

Peter and John are in a position to offer healing in Jesus’ name because they are clear about Whose power is at work and in Whose name they live and breathe and act.

Notice how dynamic is the faith that is expressed in the world … today’s story from Acts is filled with action words – carried, ask, looked, walk, raised, jump, stood, leaping, praising, filled.  From the beginning when Jesus calls us, he does not say believe in me or agree with me or assent to a set of principles about me or come find the truth with me.  

Jesus says to each of us, “Follow me …  let your hands serve as my hands serve, let your feet take you where I lead, let your heart love as my heart and break with my heart and find your life in my heart.”

Our faith is dynamic.  It moves.  It seeks to go forth to nurture our community and impact our world.  In the words of Isaiah, our faith leads us to build up the ancient ruins, to raise up the former devastations and to repair the ruined cities.

To build up … to raise up … to repair.

When Peter spoke the healing power of Christ and lifted that lame man up to walk, he was lifting that broken soul into new life.  Peter and John’s healing act was simply one example of 100 ways in which we engage the world with the good news of Jesus Christ!

Whenever we encounter brokenness, we do so with an identity and a God who proclaim wholeness and healing.

Whenever we encounter inhumanity, abuse or pain, we do so with an identity and a God grounded in humility and compassion.

Whenever we encounter injustice, we do so with an identity and a God of righteous indignation for the poor, the downtrodden, the forgotten and least of these.

Whenever we encounter darkness and fear, we do so with an identity and a God of light and courage.

Whenever we encounter death and all its agents, we do so with an identity and a God of life and resurrection!

Peter and the earliest believers were on fire to serve a Risen Savior.   

As their lives found meaning and purpose in Christ, so may our lives!

As their hands and feet and hearts were filled with the power of Christ, so may ours!













AMEN

