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Luke 24:36b-48 and Acts 3:12-19

He Opened Their Minds and Their Imaginations Caught Fire!
Have you ever wondered what Jesus said when “he opened their minds to understand the scripture?”  I have.  I want to explore what he said using clues the scriptures themselves contain.   My hope is that our minds will also be opened and catch fire.  
When Jesus stood among them and said “Peace be with you” it was late in the day on the Day of Resurrection.  It had been an incredible 24 hours with women discovering an empty tomb and disciples running to it and then leaving, in amazement.  Later that same day two disciples had walked toward a village seven miles from Jerusalem talking as they walked.  A stranger joined them and asked to be filled in.  Surprised that he hadn’t heard, they shared the sad and perplexed content of their hearts.  The stranger suddenly chastised them for not understanding their own scripture.  

“Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared!” he said.  “Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?  Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.”
When he had gone they turned to each other and said, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?”  Jesus said something so exciting it caused their hearts to burn.  Did Jesus have a way of interpreting scripture—what we think of as the Old Testament—that set the hearts of the disciples on fire?  The text points in that direction.
Energized by this new interpretation and their recognition of Jesus in the breaking of bread, the two disciples get up and return the seven miles to Jerusalem where they find the rest of the disciples gathered and exclaiming “The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon.”

“While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’”  After showing them his wounded body and assuring them that he was not a ghost, for the second time that day “he opened their minds to understand the scripture,” and this time all the disciples were there.  What did he say?  Whatever it was, it made the scriptures they had grown up with, leap out at them with truthful vitality.  All the dots formed a pattern that they had never seen before and it was a pattern that thrilled them to the core of their being. 

What did he tell them?  The clue is the last sentence to our gospel reading where Jesus said, “You are witnesses of these things.”  With their own eyes they have seen the interpretive key for understanding all scripture.  
What was it that the disciples had just witnessed?  They had just seen the horror of the crucifixion and the astounding, mind-altering fact of the resurrection.  Jesus shows them how they can interpret scripture through the prism of his crucifixion and resurrection.  This was the insight that ignited the disciple’s hearts.   

I am reminded of a blog entry my friend Tony Bartlett wrote last June upon returning from “The Theology and Peace” Conference in Baltimore that I also attended.  Tony, one of its main organizers and our resident theologian, got so excited about the content and energy of the conference that his heart went out of rhythm and his wife who is a nurse had him check into the hospital for observation.  He said at the time he thought it was just over-stimulation from the conference and nothing organic.   His heart was burning with excitement over the exciting truth he was seeing.  I know that feeling.  Sometimes when I see how the gospel works I get so excited I can hardly contain it.  In fact, my goal today is to present this to you in such a way that your heart burns just a bit. 
To continue exploring what Jesus said, I want to turn to the reading from Acts.  Several years later, Peter, in addressing a crowd curious about how he could heal a crippled beggar, starts his sermon with an account of the crucifixion.  Hearers have to see how they participate in the human problem before God’s response to the problem makes any sense at all.   
“The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our ancestors has glorified his servant Jesus, whom you handed over and rejected in the presence of Pilate, though Pilate had decided to release him.  But you rejected the Holy and Righteous One and asked to have a murderer given you.  You killed the Author of life whom God raised from the dead.”
We have to know we killed Jesus before forgiveness means a thing.  This is why I talk so much about rivalry, jealousy and envy and its expression in various levels of violence.   Talking in this way makes it obvious that we participated in crucifying Jesus.  Now, I know that none of us were at the crucifixion but we participate in the crucifixion any time we bolster our sense of being in by finding a way of throwing someone else out.  We all do this, we can’t avoid it.  It is the water we swim in.  It is built into our culture in the form of racism, sexism, classism, bullying and just plain meanness that we all use to prove we are better or worse than our neighbor.  Anytime we spend energy comparing ourselves with others, either positively or negatively, rather than delighting in our “belovedness” as God’s children, we are attacking Christ, who wants us to love ourselves because he first loved us. Peter’s audience had to see that they were there when they crucified Jesus.
On the largest of scales, the cross is central to any accurate interpretation of history because it shows us what we do.  Without the cross we can’t see it since everything in us doesn’t want to.  This is why Peter hit them with a truth they did not want to hear.  This is why he said “you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead.”  Using the Old Testament interpreted through the death and resurrection of Jesus, both Jesus and Peter explain the necessity of Jesus’ death and resurrection in a way that opens us to its meaning.
You ask, how could Jesus look at the Old Testament (his Bible) with its thick interplay of savage violence, often God prompted; mingled with forgiving love that suffers, gets rejected and killed, and then rises from the dead; and see a pattern—any pattern at all?  It’s a question Christians have thought about since the beginning of the Christian movement.  And strangely the answer has already been given and has always been there in this text we read this morning.  Jesus told his disciples that all scripture must be viewed through his death and resurrection and when he explained how this works they got so excited their hearts burned.   
It works like this.  All of the Old Testament is an interweaving of two themes mingled together.  They are like two grapevines growing from the same earth, one wild and one not.  They twist and curl around each other and at first sight, are hard to tell apart.  One vine tells the story of us humans.  It yields sour grapes of violence and war, rivalry and envy, jealousy and hatred.  This is what the cross reveals.  Those passages in the Old Testament that are violent and hard to read, give a picture of us, not God.  Even when the text says God told us to do awful things, this is not God speaking.  It is us using God to serve our violent and sinful purposes.  We distort God and make God in our own image and the Bible records this.  This is why even the violent parts of the Bible have to be kept.  They point us toward the same truth Jesus revealed when he allowed himself to be crucified.
But God cannot be seen as a combination of the two vines growing together, for one strand gives witness to God while the other shows what we do.  Both reveal truth, both are necessary and both are part of the Bible but they are different.  One finds expression in the crucifixion and the other in the resurrection.  This is why the crucifixion and resurrection together interpret all scriptures.  Together they give us a picture of us humans and of God, revealed in Jesus. If we say both vines together reveal only God we find ourselves worshiping a God with two faces, one full of light and grace, the other full of darkness and death.  It’s not a pretty sight and the reason many people turn away from Christianity.
But in the Old Testament and even more in the New, there is another vine that co-exists with our wild and unruly human one.  It is the one God shows us in the resurrection of Jesus.  This vine is the true vine and the carrier of forgiveness, grace, love and deathlessness.  Its grapes are sweet and nurture the soul and shared with us all in communion.  This vine has been there from the beginning and proclaims the character of God—a character that Jesus saw; and lived, died and rose again to show us.  This is our God of absolute compassion whose compelling non-violence has been revealed in Jesus.  I pray we follow Him more and more.  Amen.
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