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As Colette pointed out last week, we celebrate Easter for 50 days all the way to Pentecost, which
this year is on May 20", Traditionally, many of the readings and liturgies for the Sundays after
Easter focus on the lives of the disciples and how they wrestled with being the Church following
the resurrection of Christ. We focused on one of those passages last week, looking in as Mary
Magdalene encountered the risen Christ. This morning we heard another post-resurrection story
where Jesus reveals himself to his frightened and confused disciples. Next Sunday we will begin a
tive-part series on Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s classic exploration of the Christian life entitled Life
Together. Our first sermon in that series will focus on Christian community, or on how we live a
life of faith together. And all of this is significant because Easter defines our life together as the
Church. It informs our ethics and shapes our witness. We are, as I said last Sunday, an Easter
people. So, this morning I want us to think for a moment about the Church, about who we are as
the body of Christ.

If you were asked to create a mental picture or offer a description of your understanding of the
nature of the Church or what the Church is, not what the Church does, but what the Church is,
what would you say? Would you describe a great cathedral with brilliant stained-glass windows
and lofty arches? Maybe images of this place come to mind or the church in which you were
raised? Or perhaps you would not even begin with the building and would envision church as
being a people gathered for worship or out in the community engaged in acts of service. “Robert
Schuller, who was the pastor of the Crystal Cathedral, once said that the most important attribute
of a church was an accessible, large, fully available parking lot. Now a lot of churches wish they
had more parking, and good parking is great, but is that really how we want to describe the
nature of the church? Are you willing to give your life away for a parking lot? What else might
we need, other than a good parking lot, to have a church?” (Willimon, Vol.27 No.2. p. 12)

As early as the New Testament period, so the first seventy-five years or so of the Christian
movement, Christians have tried to write about and describe the mystery of the Church. Paul
speaks of the Church as the body of Christ, Jesus refers to his followers as the salt of the earth and
the light of the world. More simply the Church has been described as the gathered community, a
fellowship of believers, or the people of God. So, just one week removed from our celebration of
the resurrection what is your vision of Church? What does it mean to be the followers of the
risen Christ? Are we being faithful in our understanding of Church? How we think about the
Church is important, because how we describe who we are, or our identity, shapes what we
believe we are to be about, that is, our mission. Who we are defines what we do. If we see
ourselves primarily as a social club, a volunteer society, we’ll probably act like one. If we believe
the church is an organization designed to help me and my family have a better, more well-



adjusted life, that’s probably what we’ll come looking for. On the other hand, if we consider
ourselves to be the body of the risen Christ, a foretaste of the Kingdom of God, an Easter people
with good news that has the power to transform the world, well then, our life together as Church
will be very different.

In today’s gospel lesson John offers a very interesting picture of the church. In John’s account
there is no pipe organ, no guitars, no brilliant stained-glass windows, and no lofty arches. John’s
church has no well-trained, highly educated staff of professional ministers. There is no choir,
there are no pews, no bulletins, no church parlor, and unfortunately for Rev. Schuller there is no
parking lot. Will Willimon writes that John offers a description “of the church at its worst, the
first miserable little conglomeration ever to take upon itself the name church.” (Willimon, 12)

Think about it, the first church is a pitiful sight - Jesus’ followers huddled behind the tightly
locked windows and doors of a house, hiding out of fear of the religious authorities, paralyzed to
act, unsure of their mission, ready to go back to fishing. There they are, just one week after the
resurrection. Just one week after the women encountered the risen Christ, after Peter and the
other disciple witnessed an empty tomb, just one week, seven days, after he called Mary by name.
There is the Church, just one week after the world was forever changed, hiding out of fear.
(Perfect love casts out fear.)

Jesus had tried to prepare them for this. He had told them he would go away, he had predicted
his death, and had promised the gift of his continued presence by the power of the Spirit. These
cowering disciples had followed him around the countryside, they heard him teach, they watched
him pray, they saw him eat with sinners and include women and folks on the margins in his
company of friends. “Jesus had gone over his commandment to love one another, to be bold, to
trust him, to be ready to follow him at all costs. But given John’s description of the earliest
Church apparently somebody wasn’t paying attention.” (Willimon, 12)

As one commentator writes, were not these very men and women to be the ones “walking
confidently out into the world, full of the Holy Spirit, announcing the Easter triumph of God.
And look at them, hiding in fear, hoping nobody in town will be able to identify them as
followers of Jesus. Tom Long suggests that here we see the church at its worst - scared,
disheartened and defensive. And then he asks an interesting question: what kind of
advertisement might this church put in the Saturday paper to attract new members? The friendly
church where all are welcome? Not likely. Locked doors were not a sign of hospitality. Or maybe
their slogan could be, The church with a warm heart and a bold mission? Also, not likely. They
weren’t bold about much at all. It’s probably more accurate to say, this is the church of sweaty
palms and shaky knees.” (12) So, when I asked earlier for you to think about your own vision of
the church how many of you came up with a description similar to this one? If you were looking



around Boone for a church to join, is it very likely that John’s church would become your
church? “A few years ago, United Methodists were asked what they looked for most in a church
and they said friendliness. Number two was bold, interesting preaching. Nobody said locked
doors and frightened members.”(12)

Willimon points out, “...here is a church with absolutely nothing going for it. No exciting
programs, inadequate facilities, no apparent leadership, limited vision, nothing going for it at all.
Except, that one Sunday after Easter, when the community had gathered for worship, when they
sat huddled in fear, clinging to one another, Christ broke through the locked doors, stood among
them and said, “Peace be with you.”(12) Absolutely nothing going for them, except that Jesus
came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you.” I wonder, might it be the case that
John’s vision of Church is in reality a description of us at Boone UMC, and of every church?
Might it be that John is trying to say that even after our celebration of the resurrection, if left on
our own, we are nothing - nothing more than a huddle of confused, timid, frightened failures at
following Jesus? And so, we do our best to lock ourselves away from the world out of fear. Or we
occupy ourselves with busyness — with program after program, and new initiative after new
initiative. We build defense mechanisms to protect ourselves and insulate ourselves from the
world beyond these walls, a world that might prove to be as hostile to us as it was to Jesus.

What is more we are not only locked away in fear of the world, but we may also be hiding from
the gospel. Because the truth on this side of Easter is that Jesus’ ministry is now our ministry, the
gospel message is now ours to proclaim, the cross is ours to carry, and that realization is enough
to frighten anyone into hiding. Being the Church is serious business. And so on this Sunday
after Easter perhaps we too do not really have all that much going for us - except, except that...
“sometimes, by the grace of God, the Holy Spirit slips through our closed doors, our plodding
through the bulletin, our half-hearted praying and singing, and by the grace of God there is
worship, worship not of our own creation but worship as a gift. And like Moses before the

burning bush we take off our shoes in awed wonder, for in spite of ourselves we have become
church.” (13)

The bottom line is it is the presence of the risen Christ that makes us the Church. In fact, it is
quite possible for the church to be functionally a-theistic, that is the church can talk about God,
cover all that it does in a thin veneer of churchy, religious language, while at the same time keep
cranking along, offering classes and opportunities and trips and programs so that God really
doesn’t matter. We can do all kinds of things that seem quite religious and spiritual without
God. We can be highly successful at being an uplifting moral improvement society for children
and youth, or a place for retirees to hang out during the week, and fail at being church.”(13)
Which is an important word of warning to us that should make us pause from time to time and
ask ourselves, “Whose vision of church are we following?” Are we plodding along with our
agenda, our program, doing what we like, deciding what we’d like to do, creating our vision of



Church, and then asking God to bless it? Or, when the risen Christ comes to us asking if we are
willing to risk being an Easter Church, if we’re willing to live and proclaim the gospel of peace
and liberation, will we in those moments unlock the doors, give him our hearts, and follow? Will
we be a people whose lives have been invaded by the power of resurrect-tion and who now live
the resurrection with no concern for their own safety, comfort, or well-being? That’s who were
being called to be! And this is why attention to John’s description of the early Church is so
important and powerful. For no matter how many programs, or buildings, or staff members, or
parking lots, without the presence, without Christ’s resurrected presence, no matter how
successful we may appear, we are little more than a frightened, powerless, timid directionless
huddle of souls locked away behind closed doors. (13)

The good news this Sunday after Easter is that it was to that church, that bunch of frightened
failures that the risen Christ came saying Peace be with you. Just one Sunday after Easter Jesus
came and stood among them saying, Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me so I am sending
you. Receive the gift of the Spirit and go and proclaim the gospel of forgiveness. “To the church
which had absolutely nothing, Jesus gives everything. Spirit. Mission. Forgiveness.”(13)

“We are church here at Boone UMC - not because of a building, not because of the wonderful
praise team or choir, and not because of the pastors, or the preaching, or the various programs
and activities. We are church because to us, even to us, the risen Christ has come and given us
his gifts of Spirit, mission and forgiveness. That is why we are church, because Christ has come
and stood among us. Church isn’t my hard work, your dedication, our long-range planning, or
generous giving. Church isn’t our programs or activities. Church is a gift, a visitation, an
intrusion of the living Christ standing among us.” (14) Church is a people gathered and sent in
the Name and the Spirit of the risen Christ. Church is what happens when Christ claims us, takes
hold of us and sends us into the world to be messengers of the good news that in Jesus there is
healing, and freedom, and life. It is Easter that makes us the Church. It’s Jesus, the risen Christ,
who has placed his ministry in our hands and who stands among us today saying, “Peace be with
you.” Amen.



