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Last week's Easter service of worship was beautiful, and each aspect - from the flowered cross 

and the Easter Egg Hunt to the music and the perennial Easter lilies - reminded us of the central 

Christian belief, that no matter what happens in our lives, Jesus Christ spans every distance and 

chasm to reunite us with our Creator, to restore us to new life, and to empower us to function as 

the Body of Christ in our everyday words and actions.  

 

Over the next several Sundays of Easter, the scripture readings draw from the Acts of the 

Apostles in the early church. The stories emphasize particular aspects of this new, Spirit-filled 

and Spirit-led life, one in which the church is almost continuously healing the sick, converting 

sinners into saints and, on this Sunday, stirring up conflict with its neighbors for worshiping a 

man who hung from a tree.  

 

Because to worship Jesus Christ is what their experience demanded of the first Christians. First, 

Mary declared that she had seen the Lord. Then, Jesus appeared to the disciples in the dark and 

frightened room. Finally, Jesus invited Thomas to touch the wounds of his body. This experience 

of resurrection changed their perspective. They could do nothing less than worship their Lord 

and their God, to meditate on Jesus’ sayings, and to emulate his actions. By their own beliefs and 

actions, they became witnesses to the resurrection, witnesses to the power of God’s love to resist 

the forces of evil, witnesses to the Word of God who dwelt among us, witnesses to all these 

things and more.  

 

But what happens when you respect someone whom others deride? What happens when you 

associate yourself with him? What happens when you start to behave like him? 

 

You start to tell the truth. After that first Easter night, Peter and the disciples prayed fervently 

together, and for seven weeks they lived cloistered in close community with one another, until 

one day the Holy Spirit led them suddenly to speak out - in every language they knew and in any 

way they could - to tell of this man who was rejected by the chief priests and scribes and to call 

him good. And we will celebrate their act of faith and witness on Pentecost in June.  

 

At that festival of Pentecost, the disciples became the teachers, the Apostles, and by their witness 

they led others into a new way of seeing the world and a new way of approaching God. The 

Apostles shared the stories of Christ's signs and wonders, which had riled both the religious 

leaders of his day and the political powers in charge. After Pentecost, the Apostles' own 

storytelling was getting them into trouble, too.   

 

The threat was real. Rejected by the powers and principalities of this world, Jesus resolutely 

resisted their coercion, until the rulers and authorities finally put their hope in silencing Jesus 

permanently, under false accusations.  

 

That's where a lot of us put our hope, if we're honest. We think that if we intimidate people – 

manipulate them, shame them, place the blame on them, demonize them, and set our posture so 

as to insinuate that we are not to be underestimated – then we will get our way. And that's the 



way of the world, after all. We all are busy, we all are trying to make it, and sometimes we just 

have to make hard decisions, and all we can do is hope for the best, right? Have you ever had to 

make a “hard decision” like that?  

 

We would have no reason to imagine any other way, except that on the third day, the Spirit of 

Christ appeared among the disciples. In the breaking and sharing of bread, in the reminiscence 

and recollection of Jesus' sayings, and in the love made manifest in the disciples' actions, the 

Body of Christ was born; the Church was born. God had started something new, again, without 

missing a beat, without fail.  

 

We should give thanks that the early followers of Christ were not content to live in a quiet, 

secluded, community, set apart from the rest of the Holy City. When confronted with the sick 

and destitute at the gate of the Temple, it would have been easy to pass by quietly and to let 

others give alms to the poor. But the Church performs signs and wonders in the healing of people 

whose lives held little promise (Acts 5:16), and in taking that risk - to look intently upon a 

stranger in the eye and to hear their story completely - others could see what was special about 

this new movement of Christians, who were learning to love and welcome their neighbor above 

all other considerations. But even this act of compassion would get the Church in trouble, 

because it drew attention away from other religious powers, whose mission was to guide Israel's 

pursuit of God.  

 

This is what happens when you respect someone whom others deride. This is what happens when 

you associate yourself with him. This is what happens when you start to behave like him: You 

start to wonder if things could be different, or better, in your life and in the world around you.  

 

Let me tell you a story about my friend Brian, who lived in a group house with me one summer 

between semesters at college. Through our undergraduate Christian fellowships, we had signed 

up to explore issues of racism and poverty with facilitators who started a church in a rough 

neighborhood in Philadelphia. We volunteered to run a free day camp for neighborhood children, 

all of whom were delivered city-provided lunches every day. Each evening we would spend time 

in reflection, reading, conversation, and prayer, as we sought to make sense of the disparity 

between these children's experience and our own. I’ve told you about this experience before.   

 

The summer provided me with the language I was searching for to describe what I was sensing 

in my heart for the past several years. God was inviting me to imagine how God’s love for us, 

which is so deep that it took on flesh in the person of Jesus Christ and tabernacled among us, 

how that love might serve as an inspiration and example for my own life - to live intentionally 

for the wellbeing of all my neighbors, not only the ones who have a background similar to my 

own. So I finished my degrees and decided to work in the church, no longer able to resist God's 

call to serve as a pastor, which I am overjoyed to do.  

 

But this story is about Brian. He finished his studies as well and headed to North Carolina to live 

in an intentional community with a faith leader named Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, who founded 

a Christian community, like a modern day monastery, called the Rutba House, a place of 

hospitality for neighbors of every background. Brian stayed there two years, reading, making 

time for contemplation, volunteering, and taking on odd jobs to cover his share of the expenses.  



 

Because he deplored the way that large farms have been shown to treat animals, Brian simply 

became a vegetarian, even turning to urban farming as a way to reclaim our connection to the 

earth and to God's creative action. Now he keeps bees and raises chickens, farms a hoop house, 

and welcomes anyone into his house who needs a place to rest.  

Somewhere along the way Brian began to bathe less frequently, which he assured me was out of 

his concern for our use of scarce natural resources, a concern that is growing more and more 

credible as we learn how people prioritize the distribution of water in states like California, when 

they experience drought conditions. There are other stories I could share, but suffice it to say that 

Brian grew in holiness as he felt led by the Spirit.  

 

After a while, Brian decided to locate himself in Washington, DC, in a neighborhood similar to 

the one where Rutba is located in North Carolina, and not unlike the part of Philadelphia where 

he and I had lived. He has found fulfilling work teaching neighborhood children music lessons to 

give them something other than drug dealing to turn to. These children are people who have few 

mentors,  and Brian wants to be counted among them. He leads book studies and spiritual 

practices among his fellow conspirators, and serves as an administrator of a neighborhood 

church, and leads the worship leadership of a congregation in North Virginia, where a former 

teacher of mine is the pastor.   

 

As I think about my best friend, I realize that I would never have been as brave as him, to live so 

resolutely according to my values, to look and behave dramatically differently from my peers. I 

still like meat lover's pizza! I still drive a car more than I need to. But if I can learn anything 

from Brian's witness, it's that changing the world mandates changing yourself first. 

 

That's why I think the reading of Acts is so helpful: "We are witnesses to these things" (Acts 

5:32), the disciples declare. It gave the Church language for our understanding of Jesus' 

exaltation, but it also can give us courage in our own lives. By seeing the way of Christ as the 

way for you and for me, we breathe life into the Gospels by asking question after question about 

why would our common teacher say this instead of that. We start to allow those stories to 

permeate into our own thoughts and words, and we develop a kind of awareness of Christ in our 

life, rather than see him merely as some wooden, outlandish, and moralistic myth.  

 

By seeing God not as an outdated notion but as our ultimate concern, we open ourselves to the 

possibility of glimpsing the mystery of the Divine in the midst of our grit and grime. Being 

surprised by God is a joyful and perplexing experience, and it can change our outlook for the 

better. And as we devote more and more of ourselves to following after the footsteps of Christ, 

though our witness will be different from my friend Brian's, still, at some point, I expect we will 

run afoul of commonly accepted impulses, social norms, and inherited assumptions.  

 

In doing so, we will need courage if we seek to be like the Apostles, who cared for and healed 

those who were seen as cursed and beyond saving. We will need courage to change our priorities 

dramatically, shifting career goals and the way we spend our days, because of our restored vision 

of what is truly worthwhile. And we will need courage to resist the momentum of the crowd 

vowing to separate one child of God from another, out of a impulse of fear and suspicion. We 



will need courage to see to it that all those whom we encounter are treated with the dignity with 

which they were endowed by their God.  

 

You will need courage when you draw attention to yourself because your actions stand in such 

contrast to the cold indifference of the principalities and powers of this world, when in your daily 

life you answer the questions:  

 

What will happen when you respect someone whom others deride?  

 

What will happen when you associate yourself with him?  

 

What will happen when you start to behave like him?  

 

Heaven only knows.  

 

And I can’t wait to find out.  

 

Amen. 

 


