ORecognizing ResurrectionO
asermon by:
Rev. AmandaHendler-Voss

Peace be with you. Will you pray with me? God of the resurrection, we
give thanksthat you are aways brining new life out of death. Open our earsthis
morning, that we might hear your good news, and open our mouthsthat we
might go forth to proclaim it. Amen. At thelast Worship Committee meeting,
Don Pfister shared arendition of the Easter story told by a child at Asheville@
Unitarian Universalist congregation. The child exdaimed: Olknow what
happened! Jesus appeared, and he walked out of the tomb, saw his shadow and
said there would be six more w eeks of winter!G A creativeinterpretation of the
Eader storyE

Last week, our story ended with Mary running to tell the disciplesthe
good news of JesusQresurrection. But the text saysthey didn@believe the one
whom Jesus sent. Aswe enter the story thismorning, the upper roomN once a
place of sanctuary and intimacyN hasdeteriorated into a place of uncertainty.
The upper room wasthe place where friends had celebrated Passover and
shared one last supper with Jesus. It wasthe birthplace of communion; the site of
JesusChumble practice of foot-washing. But Mary arrivesto aroom crawling
with fear, drenched in distress, the stench of anxiety thick in the air. Doors
locked and shades drawn amidst the incessant buzz of nervous whispers. Later,
thisroom will host Pentecost. It will become a space of great renewal. But only
the presence of the resurrected Jesus could dear the air of fear, fling wideits
doors, and transform it into a birthplace for the body of Christ.

For now, the disciples doubt Mary@testimony. Their unbelief, however,
does not deter the resurrected Jesus. The securely locked doors of the upper
room cannot keep out therisen Christ, who appearsin the midst of their fear.
Hisfirst wordsto hisfriends are not words of judgment about their betrayal and
abandonment in his hour of need. Theologian Barbara Brown Taylor notes that
instead of proclaiming Osiame on you,0Jesusinstead says, (Peace be with you.G
Peace be with you, a phrase repeated again and again by therisen Christ. Jesus
speaks peace into the place of fear. B

You know, | think the controversy over JesusQresurrection hasbeen
diminished by our focus on fact. Most of uswant to know, did it happen or
didn®@it? Many a preacher hasused fear to force belief upon the doubter, but
thisstory remindsusthat the resurrected Jesus comesin peace, casting out all
fear.

Jesus appearsin the upper room among hisfriends, and says, (Peace be
with you.O And then he does a fascinating thing. He showsthem hishands and
hisside. He exposes hiswounds. For aslong asl@e heard thisstory, framed
with afocuson fact rather than faith, I0e assumed that Jesus displayed his
woundsto prove hisidentity to the skeptical disciples.

But asl live morelife, | am rethinking old assumptions and, like Thomas,
asking new questions. What are these wounds that remain after resurrection?
Having been bitterly betrayed by these very friends, how isit that Jesus comes
to them and exposes hiswounded places? Whenever | talk about the wounds

" Don later clarified that this is NOT a true story.
* Barbara Brown Taylor, Home By Another Way
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and bodily suffering of Jesus, it@important to me to name that suffering is not
good or honorable or redemptivein and of itself. No. When we suffer spiritual
and bodily wounds, it hasnothing to do with God. Jesus suffered not at the
hand of God, but at the hand of political and religious authorities, at the hand of
friendswho betrayed him, at the hand of a broken humanity of which we are all
apart.

And make no mistake, these wounds on JesusC(lesh were the claw marks
of despair trying to get atoe hold. They were the place where the jaws of death
pierced JesusChumanity. These woundswere marks of the Empire, branding
their twisted justiceinto a so-called criminal. They were the stab wounds of
betrayal; the Judas kiss of death.

So why do they remain after theresurrection? Here we arein Eager joy,
and Jesus hauls out hiswounds. Dietrich Bonhoeffer says that Jesus saves us not
by virtue of his omnipotence, but by virtue of hisvulnerability and suf‘fering.3
And I0e come to believe that Jesus reveals his broken body, because Gonly the
suffering God can help.d By JesusOvounds, we know that our God hasput on
human flesh. By Jesus@v ounds, we know that God sharesin our suffering. By
JesusQvounds, we know that God@love truly bears all things.

Resurrection haslessto do with our elementary notions of heaven and
hell and more to do with how we will livein Gaworld come of age,0as
Bonhoeffer callsit.> How will welive asaresurrection peoplein aworld that
knows hatred and war? When Jesus pulled asde hisrobe to reveal his place of
woundedness, | believe he wastelling the disciples that Ohe Christianlifeis not
free from sufferingE Jesus came not to save us from suffering,& but to teach us
how to liveinitswake.

For those of us dismayed and discouraged by the endless cydes of
violencein our world, JesusQvictory over suffering isgood news. For those of us
steeped in the grief of loss, JesusQriumph over death is good news. For those of
uswho spent time this week with women who@e been told there@ no room for
them in our society, it@ good newsthat our God is a suffering God.

| don®find it troublesome that Thomas questioned what others said
about God. Like us, Thomasdesperately needed his own encounter with the
resurrected Jesus, wounds and all. Theologian Walter Wink says Ohe
resurrection isnot a fact to be believed, but an experience to be shared.G And
ThomasOguestioning articulates a profound truth: thereis no resurrection
without wounds.

There@ a mysterious recognition that takes place in the presence of the
risen Christ. Mary assumed he wasa gardener. But when Jesus called her by
name, she recognized resurrection. The disciplesdid not rejoice over Jesus until
they saw the woundson hisbody. It wasthen that they recognized resurrection.
In hiscompassionate way, Jesus patiently exposed the marks on his flesh to
Thomas, inviting him to recognize resurrection.

There®@ been alot of talk in recent weeks about the Rev. Jeremiah Wright,
who just retired from serving 36 years assenior pastor at Trinity UCC in
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Chicago. Rev. Wright hasbeen quoted on every media outlet from Fox newsto
National Public Radio. You®@e heard the clips. The American public hasbeen
quick to expresstheir outrage over hisremarks about 9/ 11, about the black
experience in America, about the violence our nation hasperpetrated overseas.

To offer a bit of context might be helpful, | think, in a culture accustomed
to sound bytes masquerading asnews. Thisweek Paul Gillespie forwarded me a
message from a UCC conference minister, Rev. David Moyer. Rev. Moyer
recounts a meeting he had with Jeremiah Wright concerning a new church plant
in Milwaukee. He writes, Oldrove down toE Chicago and visited with Dr.
Wright. | told him thatEt he UCC wanted to start anew African American
congregation in Milwaukee, but we had no idea how to do itE We met for an
hour, and asl got up to leave, Pasor Wright handed me a card. On the card was
the name of Rev. Wanda Washington, at that time a senior Associate on the
Trinity pastoral staffE He thought Pastor Washington would beinterested and a
good new church start pastor. Not long after this meeting, | met with Pastor
Washington and then she and her husband, Wayne, came up to Milwaukee to
see the church building and meet with some members and Association and
Conference leadership. Shediscerned that God wasleading her to this new
challenge, and we began to make plansfor anew church.

We [then] received aletter from the Mission Board of Trinity UCC,
indicating that they would support Pastor Washington(@ entire salary and
benefits for the first yearE There wasa group of Trinity women who met with
her and prayed for and with her regularly, calling on the Holy Spirit@
guidanceE A carload of Trinity people came from the south side of Chicago to
the north side of Milwaukee nearly every weekend to clean and paintE to
prepare the building for the first service. When Palm Sunday came, Trinity sent
more than 300people to Milwaukee to insure that the first service would be
packed and spirit filled. They sent more than 20deaconsto serve. They sent a
team of trained ushersE They provided 15women who prepared afeas to
follow the service. They sent one of their women@ choirs, and for the first
monthsE they sent musical leadership to lend their extraordinary giftsE Some
individual members of Trinity tithed to the new church for thefirst year to offer
additional finandial support...

All thissupportN spiritual, financial, physical, material came out of one
visit to Jeremiah Wright(@ officeE | wish some dlips of grace and generosity he
and Trinity showed to usin Wisconsin would make video clips somewhere.C
Thisis Rev. Moyer@ account of his experience of Jeremiah Wright. Under Rev.
Wright@leadership, Trinity UCC grew from acongregation of less than 100to
over 6,000,planted 15 new churches, and founded and funded ministries that
addressissueslike domestic violence, substance abuse, career development,
computer services, prison ministry, and more.’ .

A little bit of context goes along way. But the question that@ been
lurking in the back of my mind since the controversy beganisthis: Did Jeremiah
Wright tell the truth? As| examine my Bible from the Hebrew prophetsto the
resurrected Jesus, I reminded that an easy word isnot likely to be a saving

¥ “The Rest of the Story,” March 18, 2008 email from Rev. David Moyer to UCC clergy in the Wisconsin
Conference
? “Chicago’s Trinity is ‘great gift to wider church family,”” J. Bennett Guess, March 14, 2008,
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word. ThewordsRev. Wright chosein afew preaching moments haverunin an
endless media cyde, much like the constant replay of our weary radal discourse.
These wordswere not politewords. They were not words | canimagine using
from the pulpit. They were not easy words. But wasJeremiah Wright telling the
truth about us?

Last Sunday wereceived word that another American soldier died in Iraq,
bringing the death toll to 4,000. Isit time yet to question aforeign policy that
chooses militarism over diplomacy, war over words? Thisweek we remember
the death of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King ., who wasgunned down by an
assassin while organizing the working poor in Memphis. Could it be that all
these years later, there@ still so much about the black experience and white
privilege that we don®understand? Was Rev. Wright telling the truth?

Thomashasbeen pegged asadoubter, but | think he wasmore of a
questioner, as Pat suggested to the children thismorning. I love that
characterization, because |(n also a questioner at heart. |@e sometimes felt stuck
in aGood Friday theology because In preoccupied with human suffering and
injustice. | want to know why thisworld can be so achingly beautiful and
heartbreakingly hateful at the same time. | want to know where God isin the
midst of it all. And | just can@get to Easter joy without wading through the
sufferings of Holy Week. | just can@believein aresurrection that doesn®bear
the scars of the human experience. Like Thomas, I(n a questioner. Butin the
presence of the resurrected Jesus, my questions fall away as @ invited to hold
wounded hands, to touch God@ broken body, to recognize resurrection.

Perhaps like many of you, I@e experienced resurrections big and small. |
began attending this church eight and a half yearsago when we were situated in
a smaller sanctuary on Merrimon Avenue. | wasjust out of undergrad, and
hungry for anew kind of church. Many of the churches | attended in college
were deeply committed to God, and yet | never felt entirely welcome. | often
got a pitin my stomach half way through the service because the language and
the theology didn®honor God@diversity or my experiencesasawoman. And
thiswasvery painful for me. My best friend in college came out when we were
sophomores, and she confronted me about attending a church that did not
welcome the fullness of her being in the full life of the church. So when | moved
south after graduation, | waslooking for a church that welcomed gays and
lesbians. | washungry for a church that used incusive language and expansive
imagery for God. | wanted to be a part of a church seeking to do justice, love
mercy, and walk humbly with God.

Thefirst service | attended over on Merrimon Avenue wasone of the
most significant resurrection experiences of my life. | was on the verge of
leaving the church. And you may know that some call the United Church of
Christ the last house on theleft on the road out of Christianity. That morning, |
camein alone and sat near the back. Some of you have heard me tell thisstory.
Cathy Foister, who later served on my ordination committee, wasthe liturgist
that day. And when she got up to read the Scripture, she did afastnating thing.
Like Jesus, she revealed her woundsin the most loving way. Before she read the
scripture, she explained that there wasa part of the text that didn®sit well with
her. She had asked Joeif she could skip that part. Joe had gently encouraged
her to read the whole thing. So she did that morning, with her voice quavering
and her eyesfilling with tears when she got to the part that wasa struggle for

FCT1C March 30 200K 4



her. It wasthe most honest reading of the Bible I®e ever witnessed. And in that
moment, healing took root in my spirit. | recognized resurrection. | was
reminded that God isalways bringing new life out of death, always snatching
healing and hope out of the jaws of despair.

There are the big resurrectionsin our lives, and then there are the small,
ordinary ones. Every morning, | awaken to the grins and giggles of a one-year
old. What joy, to begin each day with awide smile, agood jump on the bed, and
awarm hug! When we go for an afternoon walk, there@ one place where | often
stop to pick asmall purpleflower for him from a bed of phlox. In hisfat baby
hand, he holds the exquisiteness of purplein the simple beauty of a flower.
Resurrection is all around us.

Many of you attended the memorial service of Andy Summers yesterday
out at Warren Wilson. The sanctuary overflowed with hundreds of people
whose lives have been touched by Andy. Some sat on the floor aswe ran out of
room in the pews. And weremembered how thelethal cancer that took Andy@
life so quickly could not break histremendous spirit. When | visited Andy in the
hospital, hisfacelit up and he said, OA\mandalOwith alaugh in hisvoice, asif |
were just the person he wanted to see. We remembered yesterday how so
many of usfelt thatway in Andy@presence. With alump in my throat | said to
him, OA hard day, huh, Andy?0 And he grinned again and said, OAh, it could be
worse.O Andy embodied ajoy that took the edge off of any conflict, ajoy that
ran deeper than hisincredible sorrow at the injustices of thisworld. Even now, |
hear hislaughter and the sweet sounds of his saxophone filling up this sanctuary.
You see, resurrection isall around us.

The spirit of the resurrected oneisin our midst even now. And what can
wedoin the presence of the resurrected one, but utter ThomasQronfession: OMy
Lord and my God!O Perhaps when you encounter the risen Christ, your words
are different. Perhaps your spirit sings: O'he alpha and the omega. The rose of
Sharon, the bright and morning star, thelily of the vaIIey Emmanuel, God with
us.O Whatever words you choose, we can®help but praise God when we
recognize resurrection. Walter Bruggemann daims that Easter Ontrudesinto the
lives of real people, evoking worship, confession, repentance, communion,
transformation.O

Eader intruded into thelives of these troubled discples, evoking the birth
of acommunity of believerswho were of one heart, who shared all thingsin
common. Thelocked doors of the upper room swung wide open to welcome
those of many tribes and nations who experienced the power of Pentecost. The
church, the body of Christ,ismade strong at the broken places because wee
encountered the suffering God. We@e touched the wounds of Jesus. WeQe
recognized resurrection. Like Mary, let@run from this sacred place to share the
good news. Amen.
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