26th April 2009
“He opened their minds…”
Reading:  Luke 24:36-48
Jesus Appears to the Disciples 

36While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, "Peace be with you."    37They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost. 38He said to them, "Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds? 39Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have."    40When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. 41And while they still did not believe it because of joy and amazement, he asked them, "Do you have anything here to eat?" 42They gave him a piece of broiled fish, 43and he took it and ate it in their presence.   44He said to them, "This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms."   45Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 46He told them, "This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, 47and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 48You are witnesses of these things.
 There was once a man who was trying to explain something to his wife, and was getting more and more exasperated that she didn’t understand, and in the end he got really cross and said, “I don’t know how you can be so beautiful and so stupid at the same time!”
 His wife said, “Oh I can explain that.  God made me beautiful so that you would be attracted to me, and he made me stupid so that I would be attracted to you.”

 When I told that joke to my husband he told me about a couple he knows who sit in the row behind him at football matches (they’ve all got season tickets, so they’re always in the same seats).  Apparently the wife comments on the game all the time, very loudly, but not in a very knowledgeable way:  ‘Oh why did he do that?  Why didn’t he keep running…he should’ve just kick the ball over there…’and so on, whilst her husband patiently explains why that wouldn’t have worked, because that would have been offside or whatever.  The crazy thing is, they’ve both been going for 20 years!  She still doesn’t seem to understand very much about football.

 Experiencing something doesn’t necessarily lead to understanding.  There is a difference between experience and meaning, and actually, on a more sombre note, we all live through things we don’t understand. Even just in this decade we’ve had 9/11, the day when we saw airplanes being used as giant suicide bombs by terrorists – and thanks to modern technology, we did literally see it, on our television screens, we lived it.  But as the towers collapsed it was hard to get our heads round what had led to it, and what should be done as a result. In more recent times we have experienced a different shock, a financial collapse that has taken with it household names and threatened us all with the loss of savings and houses and so on.  There’s even a whole new language we don’t understand – ‘toxic debt’, ‘sub prime lending’, and so on, which is all very bewildering.  We’ve lived through these events, seen them happening, but we’ve discovered that just because you’re there, it doesn’t mean you understand what’s going on.  
In this season of Easter we are celebrating another event that changed the world, and we do so with great joy.  But the gospel readings about Easter Sunday and the days following on, and their descriptions of meetings between Jesus and his followers, make it clear that the disciples were also experiencing something they don’t understand – so much so that they don’t even recognise Jesus himself.  They are there, and he’s there in front of them, and they’ve been with him for three years, but they have no idea what’s going on, or who Jesus is, they’re failing to make a connection.  Mary, standing outside the empty tomb, doesn’t recognise Jesus and takes him for a gardener.  The two disciples who meet him on the road to Emmaus don’t recognise him and take him for an out of town stranger.  And even in our reading today, where the disciples are gathered together and have heard from these very same two about their meeting on that road, he is still taken to be a ghost.  “Look”, Jesus says, “touch me and see”, but the passage goes on that “they still did not believe it”, although by now it’s joy that’s getting in the way of belief, it’s all too good to be true.  
 And so it’s Jesus himself who makes the links all these disciples are failing to make.  Jesus speaks to Mary, calls her name, and she suddenly realises that his voice is familiar.  He breaks bread and takes supper with the disciples on the road to Emmaus, and then it says, “their eyes were opened, and they recognised him”.  And in the reading we have today, it says that he talked to them about scripture, about what his death and resurrection mean, and it goes on with that wonderful phrase which is what I’d like you to remember if nothing else from today: “then he opened their minds so they could understand”.  Jesus made the links and helped them see the truth that wasn’t in fact obviously staring them in the face – he knew he needed to do that, and he was more than willing to do it.
 We are all on a journey in faith, and it is very possible for us to get lost, stuck, and confused.  Sometimes the meaning just doesn’t seem to be there.  Sometimes because of events in our lives God seems to have disappeared, we can’t see him and all seems lost.  Sometimes others talk to us about our faith, and we find it hard to explain, we become tongue tied, and begin to doubt ourselves, doubt our beliefs, because we can’t express it.  Sometimes Jesus seems a bit like a ghost to us too, and we can’t grasp any sense of reality in our faith, it all seems a bit intangible.  Is it all too good to be true?  Can we place our trust in someone we can’t see?  

 Well, I think we can be very much encouraged by today’s reading that it is true, that a better understanding of our faith is within our grasp with Jesus’ help, and that we ourselves can be authentic witnesses of Christ’s message.  And in a way, it’s the disbelief of the disciples that helps us…
The reason I say that is that the first thing we can take encouragement from is that these stories about Jesus meeting his disciples must be true because if the disciples were going to make this up, wouldn’t they have told a better story?  Wouldn’t they have recognised him instantly, and painted a wonderful picture of being reunited with him and sharing his vision?  What we have instead, however, is a description of how hard they found it to believe what was before their eyes.  That’s not very good marketing perhaps, not an ideal sales pitch, but it does sound real and authentic, very human.
 Which brings me on to my next point which is about seeing Jesus.  Obviously it’s vitally important to us that the risen Jesus was seen by convinced and convincing witnesses.  Jesus had to be seen.  Without that there’s no Easter story. But that in itself was not a direct route to instant faith.  Simply seeing Jesus by itself didn’t work for some of the disciples.  So whilst it’s understandable for us to think ‘oh if only we could have seen him too, everything would have been much more obvious, and we wouldn’t be struggling’ that isn’t necessarily the case.  Even they struggled.  
 And then finally, and most importantly, what our reading shows us is that Jesus has the answers.  Understanding is within our grasp because Jesus puts it there.   It isn’t up to us and us alone to get the point.  It’s his to give.  Understanding is part of the Easter gift.  
 But we do have to meet with Jesus to receive it.
 In meetings with his disciples Jesus opened their hearts and minds to the truth, and he offers that to us.  I’m not saying that all our questions will be answered, and I’m not saying that we don’t have to work at it.  But he does meet us on the way.  If we come to him with openness, then we will receive openness.  If we come to him with minds that are prepared to consider the seemingly impossible, with hearts that are open to being moved by him, then he will meet us and open our hearts and minds to see that truth, to have that understanding.  And the more we understand, then the more we feel and experience, the more those two things of experience and meaning come together, and that makes us all witnesses of the risen Jesus.  Not eyewitnesses, but witnesses nonetheless to grace and forgiveness, because we have seen – in our heads and in our hearts.
 How do we meet with Jesus in ways that lead to understanding?  Well, there are various ways, I’m sure some will have occurred to you too.  On our own, in private thought and in prayer, after all Mary was on her own when she met him in the garden. Perhaps out on a walk is a good place.  Then there’s reading the bible – if Jesus is, as he says, the fulfilment of all scripture, then that’s pretty important.  And then together in our worship, our singing and praying and praising.  You know every now and then, not all the time, but often enough to make it amazing, there will be something in a service, a few words, a thought, a line from a song, that suddenly makes a connection in my head. I don’t know if you experience that.  It’s certainly not because I’m extra holy, or thinking ‘theology’ all the time because that’s my job – I’m as prone as the next person to drifting off in mundane thoughts even in worship. But every now and then something just makes a connection and it’s like the lights coming on.  It’s a surprise, but it’s good.  And that, I believe, is God at work, in a holy meeting place.
 But there’s another kind of meeting which I’d like to mention today, and that is our home groups – because it strikes me that they relate particularly to the meeting in our gospel reading, a few people meeting in a room in someone’s house.  Home groups are small – 8, 10, 12 people perhaps.  A home group is not a group that already knows it all, but a group with lots of questions. A home group is a group keen to understand more, to read and discuss the bible together, because you do get more from that than just reading it on your own.  It’s a group where there is friendship, people get to know each other, and share experiences.  And a group open to God, a group that prays.  There are a number of home groups here that meet on various days and at various times, and I would really encourage you to join one – just ask if you think you might be interested.  I’ve been a member of a home group for nearly 15 years now, and I never stop learning from it, and I really appreciate the insight that people bring.  And that insight doesn’t come because we’ve all thought up clever things to say, but because God inspires us, he opens our minds, in a holy meeting place.

 One of my favourite lines in the whole bible comes in Mark’s gospel (9:24) when a man has come forward wanting healing for his son, and he says to Jesus: “I do believe, help me overcome my unbelief.”  Perhaps that’s not something we feel we can dare to say to God.  We’re season ticket holders after all, we come every week, and we supposed to understand it all.  Jesus knows it’s not like that, and he answers that prayer, ‘Lord I do believe, help me overcome my unbelief’ – and he does, with the grace and forgiveness that is, in fact, the answer to everything. 
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