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Acts 4:5-12

Jesus, The Name Above All Other Names

The cultural elite of Jerusalem have gathered.  The mayor is there and most of the city council and some of Jerusalem’s leading citizens.   They have come together because on the previous day the Sadducees, a group of prominent citizens who liked things to stay the same, had become very annoyed with Peter and John because they had been teaching people that in Jesus there is resurrection of life.  If you want things to stay the same, resurrection is a very scary idea! It gives people hope and if they have hope they may try to change things and we can’t have that!  Things are fine right now, particularly when we are the ones benefiting. Yesterday four thousand people had been swayed by this idea and so it is time to stop it. They have Peter and John arrested overnight.  As we take up the text, it is the next day and Peter and John are appearing before the assembled leaders in a sort of pre-trial hearing.
 “When they had made the prisoners stand in their midst, they inquired, ‘By what power or by what name did you do this?’”  They are interested in power.  It’s the first word out of their mouth.  We are in the world of politics—some things haven’t changed in 2000 years.  Who has power and how strong is it?  Is there someone else out there who has power or might be gaining it?  If there is, what is his name?  We want to know so that we can thwart him.  While on the surface they are powerful, fear controls them as they claw and fight to maintain and enhance their “power”.  
Meanwhile, they treat Peter and John as though they are criminals.  They “made the prisoners stand in their midst.”  It gives me the willies to be forced to stand in the middle of a hostile crowd; all eyes on me, not a smile anywhere except for a smirk.  My anxieties soar, my thinking muddles and my heart rate speeds up as sweat forms on my brow.  As I place myself in the disciple’s shoes, someone in the crowd throws the first stone.  “By what power or by what name did you do this?”  Their tone is harsh and accusatory and demands that I justify myself.  I feel defeated before I have even begun.  When their minds are already made up and their hearts so set against me, how will I ever get them to see who I am and what I am saying?  I haven’t a chance!  Have you been in this position?  You are on the hot seat.  You fear you will be scapegoated.  It is the last place you want to be—the most frightening place of all.  
“Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit” spoke up.  The text makes a special point of saying that Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit.  What does that mean?  Apparently it makes a difference, but how?  What is it that Peter is filled with?  The short answer must be that the “Holy Spirit” is “God’s Spirit” but how does that make a difference?  I think the Holy Spirit is a spirit devoid of rivalry, envy, jealousy and the various levels of violence these engender.  It knows we are all children of God and that all the class distinctions and divisions between us are false.  They all melt away in the white heat of God’s love.  This is the spirit that filled Peter as he spoke.  It made him fearless.  It is the exact opposite of the absence of the Holy Spirit that characterized Peter prior to the crucifixion when he denied Jesus.  Something powerful has happened to Peter.  He is a different person now.
“Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if we are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.”  Does Peter sound like a man cowering before the most powerful people in the city?  

Now, remember this whole sequence of events got started when Peter healed a crippled beggar—evidence of a kind of resurrection power emanating from the disciples that irritated the Sadducees.  As you listen to Peter, can you detect any self-depreciation in his tone?  None! In fact, his comment subtly points to the irony of being on trial for healing a crippled beggar.  You would think the leaders would want their citizens healed and therefore more able to contribute to the economy.  But no, this isn’t about the welfare of society, it is about threats to power.  

Notice how the feelings I described when I am in the midst of enemies don’t seem to be working on Peter.  He claims equality with the powerful people before whom he stands.  He proudly provides the court with the full legal name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.  No shame, no acting like he has imbibed their spirit in any way.  He seems totally free of the mimetic force field, the powerful magnetic pull of their spirits as they surround him with glaring eyes.  I suppose when you are filled with the Holy Spirit, there is no room for contending spirits.  Normally we are powerfully aware of the “other”, the audience, the rest of the group, the rest of the family, the rest of the church, but maybe when we abide in the big “O” other, God, the little “o” loses its power over us.  Maybe this is what Paul means when he talks about “abiding in Christ.”  
Peter respects the authorities, aware of their power, but shows no intimidation.  He knows the truth.  He knows their world is a house of cards built on a lie.  He is on the other side of the crucifixion and resurrection.  He knows what we humans do, revealed in the crucifixion and he knows how God has responded in compassion and forgiveness.  Peter himself has been personally forgiven by Jesus.  And Peter also knows about the resurrection where God demonstrates God’s effervescent power over death.  

Peter has just named the person responsible for the healing of the crippled beggar as Jesus Christ of Nazareth when he continues saying, “whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead.”  Why did he have to add that?  Was he just picking a fight?
Remember, Peter is in the grasp of the Holy Spirit so he must speak the truth.  Even the cultural elite have to know they are involved, implicated, and responsible for the death of Jesus.  This is not something distant from them and unimportant.  It cannot be cavalierly dismissed.  Always before, we humans could dismiss our victims as of no importance, confident that history would forget them.  Always before, we never find their names in the record.  They disappear.  
Consider the American Indian to whom this week The United Methodist Church made official apology in an Act of Repentance at our General Convention.  We confessed to having scapegoated them; making them evil and subhuman.  We blamed them as we ethnically cleansed them, opening up the land for ourselves.  
This is the truth of what humans do to one another.  But this victim did not remain silent.  This victim did not go away and is, in fact, still here.  God raised this victim from the dead.  We crucified him and thought he was dead, but God had other plans.  In this case, blaming the victim for our unrest and then killing him to get rid of your problem, did not work.  Now he is back to haunt us in the form of forgiveness!
Now comes the sentence that totally turns the world on its head!  Peter said, “This Jesus is ‘the stone that was rejected by you, the builders; it has become the cornerstone.’”  While Peter acknowledges they are the builders of culture, they have rejected the stone most needed to complete their work.  They threw out the cornerstone that would have held their building together.  The one piece that would cause the building to cohere, to be held together, that piece they discarded.    In ways too complex to talk about now, I believe this points to Jesus as the only way to build a non-violent and therefore stable culture.  When they rejected him they exposed themselves to ongoing violence.  Their house, without the cornerstone, can never be secure.  It will always be patched together and subject to disintegration.  
But this stone they threw out has become the cornerstone of a new culture—the culture of the crucified and risen Jesus.  It is a non-violent culture built on forgiveness and love and we are more and more becoming part of it.  If we embrace the crucified and risen Jesus and put him in his place as cornerstone, we find ourselves living in a place of salvation.  Our salvation comes as we see and experience how the world works, revealed in the cross and how God works revealed in the resurrection.  
If there had been no crucifixion we would never have seen ourselves as we are.  And if God had not raised Jesus from the dead, showing us that his forgiveness is life giving, we would not have dared believe it.  This is why Jesus is the name above all other names.  He uniquely shows us who we are as humans, competing against God and how God as our forgiving, compassionate lover, opens a way back to the peace we threw out.  May Jesus more and more be our cornerstone as we live his peace in our world so full of tension!  Amen.
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