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HYMNS:
255
“Crown him with many crowns”



616
“Lord, enthroned in heavenly splendour”



325
“Spirit of faith, come down”



252
“All hail the power of Jesu’s name”

READINGS:
Acts 3:12-19



Luke 24:36-48

“DUMBFOUNDED”

On Easter Sunday this church was full. It was a day of celebration, people dressed up in their finery for the occasion. It was the day of Resurrection – Jesus who had been strung up on a cross, who had died; who had been laid in the tomb was no longer dead but alive. Those who went to the tomb where he had been laid found it empty. ‘He is not here. He is risen’ was the message that the women reported to the disciples.
On Easter Sunday we celebrated the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the turning point for the whole of history, the central belief of the Christian faith.

Resurrection – life over death

   - light over darkness
·  hope over despair

·  new life for old

But what do we understand by this word, ‘resurrection’? What does it mean to us in our day-to-day lives? How do we live as resurrection people – Easter people not Good Friday people?

As we have heard in our reading it was not easy for the disciples to try to work out what had happened, so we should not expect it to be easy for us. They were dumbfounded, so I think; we are allowed to be pretty dumbfounded, too.

If you were to ask people, friends of yours, what they understand by the Resurrection, what do you think they would say? What would you say if I were to ask you that question?
Resurrection – Jesus coming back to life from the dead or in the words of the famous hymn, ‘endless is the victory he o’er death has won.’

Apart from the joyous celebration of Easter Day, the place where we encounter the word and the concept, ‘resurrection’ most is in funeral services. In fact for many people resurrection is chiefly thought of as the gretest consolation at times of bereavement. As the coffin is brought into church, the clergy go before it, saying those familiar words of comfort.
‘I am the resurrection and the life,’ says the Lord. ‘Those who believe in me, though they die, will live and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.’

And again

‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.’

And our hymns continue this same theme

Jesus lives! Thy terrors now

Can, O death, no more appal us

Jesus lives! By this we know

Thou, O grave, cans’t not enthral us.’

The good news of Easter is that death does not have the last word – ‘death has lost its sting.’
But if we confine our understanding of the Resurrection to life after death, we have missed much of the point. The resurrection of Jesus is much more than that – it is about a new quality of life in the here and now, or, to quote Tom Wright, Bishop of Durham, it is about ‘life after “life after death.’” In other words we don’t have to restrict the impact of the resurrection to times of human death – the power of the resurrection is alive and powerful at all times, here and now, in this world as much as in the world to come.

What does ‘life after “life after death”’ mean? – It is not an easy idea to get hold of. Modern supposedly rationalist people criticise Christians for believing that the dead Jesus could rise, could come back to life. Either he was never dead or someone stole the corpse and the disciples saw apparitions, they will say. Even more will such people criticise Christians for believing that the resurrection has a contemporary impact and power.  Christians are criticised for having unwarranted hope in the midst of despairing circumstances, for seeing new green shoots when others see only dry dead wood.

Let us return to our reading to understand how the disciples moved from despair to hope, from defeat and dejection to victory and an empowerment of such magnitude that it could unleash their missionary movement of Good News upon the world.

Jesus came into the place where the disciples were gathered, ‘Peace be with you,’ he said. Let us remember that the disciples had had it reported to them that Jesus had risen from the dead

· The women who went to the tomb with spices to anoint his body reported that he was not there but risen. The women were not believed.

· Then the two people walking on the road to Emmaus eventually became aware of who it was that was walking with them, when this stranger shared food with them, broke bread and shared it. Only then did they recognise the stranger for who he was – Jesus.

But, like us perhaps, the disciples were not particularly keen to see Jesus. They had deserted him. One of their number had betrayed him. One of them had denied even knowing him. All of them had been less than conscientious in staying by his side in his time of agony in the garden. They felt guilty and ashamed. So it was necessary for Jesus to calm them, reassure them and bless them. ‘Peace be with you,’ he said.
The natural human thing to have done in those circumstances would have been for Jesus to say, ‘Fine bunch you are! Call yourselves my friends, do you? All you could do was fall asleep, run away, and deny me – all at my hour of greatest need.’

But Jesus did not say that. Instead he blesses them, forgives all that they have done and says to them, ‘peace be with you – do not be afraid.’

In the New English Bible the passage which follows that greeting is translated as follows,

‘In a state of alarm and fright, they thought they were seeing a ghost. But Jesus said, ‘Why are you so agitated and why are doubts rising in your hearts? Look at me, touch me – a ghost has no flesh and bones as you can see I have. Their joy was so great; they still could not believe it. They stood there dumbfounded. They stood there dumbfounded.’
As I said earlier, perhaps that is a good word for us, too. When we try to think of what the resurrection means for us here and now, we are also somewhat dumbfounded.

People had seen Jesus and not recognised him. Now, in this passage, we see the disciples struggling to realise that the person they see before them is not a ghost but a real person, not a ghost but Jesus, their friend and companion.

Here is a person that they can touch.

Here is a person who can eat as they do.

Why then was Jesus at one and the same time both a stranger, unrecognisable and then known once he called a person’s name, broke bread or showed his wounds?

Why was he at one and the same time, just like an ordinary human being able to eat and drink and yet able to pass to and fro through locked doors, to appear and disappear at will?

What was going on? What sort of body did Jesus have?
Well it was a new body – part of God’s new creation, part of God’s Kingdom that had been inaugurated with the resurrection. Just as heaven had come to earth when Jesus was born, so now earth had been united with heaven in Jesus’ death and resurrection.

Jesus was strange yet familiar, human yet much more than human because he had broken down the wall between heaven and earth, between life and death and was already living in both dimensions – this world and the world beyond.

All this was very difficult for the disciples to understand, for them to come to terms with – just as it is difficult for us to get our heads around this event which defies human explanation.

Jesus was not raised with the same body, was not raised to live the same life as before. He was transformed and his resurrection had been accomplished to bring a life-transforming experience to others, to bring a new consciousness of God, to bring nothing less than a meeting of earth and heaven.

God’s purpose for his world is the inauguration of a new heaven and a new earth, a time when there will be no separation – after all,  do we not pray,    ‘ your kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven’. God’s action in raising Jesus is the first step towards bringing the whole created order – humanity and the world of nature – within the loving embrace of the new Kingdom.
No wonder the disciples were dumbfounded. They had continued to think in human terms – Jesus, a conquering Messiah, restoring the temporal power of the nation of Israel. But that was not God’s plan – his new kingdom embraced all of humanity and it was to be a kingdom of love and care, of repentance and forgiveness. So towards the end of that passage of Scripture we hear, ‘thus it is that the Messiah is to suffer and rise from the dead on the third day and that repentance and forgiveness if sins is to be proclaimed to all nations.
Dumbfounded, despairing and disbelieving as they were, the disciples were to be the agents of this new kingdom. They were to be the ones proclaiming repentance and granting forgiveness in the name of Jesus. They were transformed by the resurrection from despairing cowards to powerful preachers. It is because of them and those who followed them that the Good News of Christ has reached even us.
And just as they were transformed, we, too, are transformed as we become agents of Christ’s transforming work in our world -

· Where we bring hope to a person in despair

· Where we bring together those separated by hatred and fear

· Where we, by our words and our actions, bring comfort and consolation 

Where we act as Christ would act there is transformation, there is resurrection!

So we do not have to wait until death to experience resurrection.

Resurrection is now and we are the agents of it.

Each new shoot of hope
Each new indication of reconciliation
Brings new life, a glimpse of heaven here on earth, and resurrection now.

Alleluia! Christ is risen!

He is risen indeed Alleluia!

