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Under the Influence of the Holy Spirit
Our gospel takes us to the evening of the first day of history after the resurrection.  On this first night after it happened the world is in shock and no one has had time to even begin thinking through what it all means. The disciples are huddled behind locked doors, their ears attune to the crunch of hostile footsteps approaching.  Are the authorities satisfied with the death of their leader or will they decide to irradiate the whole group?  And to add to their confusion, some of the women disciples have reported that the dead Jesus is out and about like a ghost on the loose.  How do you make sense of an executed dead man, dead since Friday, talking to people you know and trust?
Suddenly Jesus comes among them and stands in their midst.  They can’t take their eyes off of him.  What will he do?  How will he act?  Does a dead man retaliate against those who have killed him?  How many movies have you seen built around justified revenge for a killing?  Does he hold those who deserted him accountable?  What’s the purpose of his visit?
His first words are “Peace be with you” and then he shows them his hands and side.  He doesn’t hide what we humans have done to him.  He doesn’t seem to be ashamed or embarrassed nor does he seem to harbor any regret or ill will toward us.
He becomes like my father showing his grandchildren his steel hook that resides where his right hand used to be.  Our children look at it in wonder and ask questions.  Does it hurt?  Did it bleed?  How did it get cut off?
Like my dad, Jesus is letting them get used to his new appearance and gradually discover they don’t need to be afraid.  He is approaching them in his vulnerability and weakness now exhibited as strength and has no intentions of hurting them ever.  Jesus has allowed us access to him to do whatever we wanted and we did and still he comes toward us in love and gentleness.
Their gentle but strong Jesus is back.  The violence of the passion did not destroy him.  They rejoice!  They still have Jesus.
For a second time Jesus says “Peace be with you” but this time he adds a commission.  He has a life for them; he has a way he wants them to live now that it has begun to dawn on them that death cannot defeat them.  He tells them, “Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  The Father has sent Jesus to show us a way of living in peace in the midst of a violent world.  Now Jesus wants us to live that way too.  It involves a radical kind of forgiveness in which we renounce all retribution and retaliation just like Jesus just demonstrated when he showed the disciples his nail-pocked hands and sword-pierced side.  It involves absorbing violence rather than inflicting it.  It includes loving your enemies even when they have you surrounded with no way of escape.  From now on we followers of Jesus become Jesus’ body on earth.  We are being sent into the world as imitators of Jesus, doing what he did, living the way he lived.
If you are like me you’re thinking “this is impossible.  I can’t live like Jesus”.
But there is something we haven’t accounted for, something that has come to us on account of the resurrection; something added that has not been available since the story of Adam and Eve in Genesis.  Because Jesus has broken the power of sin, of violence, by absorbing it and not allowing sin/ or violence to change him causing him to use it on others; he is now in the position to give us that same capacity.
Using the very same word the Hebrew Scriptures uses when God breathed into Adam the breath of life, Jesus now breathes the Holy Spirit into his disciples and into us.  This Spirit gives us the capacity to follow Jesus even when the world around us is going in quite a different direction.  We can do this because now we have Jesus to follow.  He has forged a path, provided a model and we have seen it done.
In track there was a time when humans thought it impossible to break the four-minute mile.  And then someone did it and now it is fairly common.  Before, humans couldn’t run a mile in four minutes because there was no model of anyone having done it.  Now that has changed because it’s been done.
Jesus kept his perspective even when exposed to extreme hostility and abandoned by all his friends.  He refrained from resorting to violence even when everyone wanted him to pick up a sword.  He showed us it can be done and asks us to do it by following him just as he followed his Father.
The Holy Spirit he breathes into us is not some magical vapor that we have but no one else does.  The Holy Spirit is simply our God-given capacity to imitate Jesus rather than imitate the world.  And we will imitate someone.  We have no choice.  That is our nature.  Who will we imitate?
If we imitate Jesus we will forgive like he did and that will have huge consequences on how our personal life, our family life, our community life and our national life will evolve.  Given the power of our weaponry and the ecological fragility of the earth, who we choose to imitate may actually determine the fate of our planet.
If we do not forgive the sins of any, and insist on rivalry and winning, modeling ourselves after the world’s spirit, then a different set of consequences unfold.   Jesus’ way of saying that is, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  The decisions we make on who we follow have consequences in the world.
I want to end with a gentle story straight out of Friday’s Sport section of The Oregonian.  How many of you have been following the Blazers this week?  In game one of the playoffs LaMarcus Aldridge scored 46 points.  In game two he scored 43.  In an article entitled “Faith and Team Bring Out the Best in Aldridge,” Jason Quick writes that “a firm grounding has given rise to LaMarus Aldridge’s superstar play.”
On Wednesday night I noticed they interviewed Damian Lillard even though LaMarcus scored way more points and for the second game in a row.  Here is the back story.  After the second game reporters asked LaMarcus if he wanted to do the postgame interview with Damian Lillard or wait to do his separately.  I quote the article:
“Same time is fine,” Aldridge said, then he remembered something and quickly changed course.
“Nah, hah, nah.  He goes first.  I don’t want to overshadow, Remember the time when you all put me up there with Brandon (Roy), and I didn’t get any questions?”
He chuckled at the thought of it, a time so long ago it has faded in the memory of most.  He didn’t want his teammates to suffer the indignity he suffered that year under those bright lights and in front of those television cameras.
Here is a guy aware of the potential for rivalry and the resentment it causes and chooses to avoid it.  Here is a young man under the influence of the Holy Spirit.  And the hurt he points to in the past with Brandon Roy; he has let go of that.  Brandon and the reporters have been forgiven.  LaMarcus is free.
The article examines why Aldredge is playing at the level he is now.  Here is the writer’s answer:
As with everything with Aldredge, the answer is a bit complicated.  But there are two overriding factors at work here:  He said for the first time in his eight-year career, he feels accepted by his teammates.  And now more than ever he has found the value in his faith in God, which he says has calmed him and given him strength.
Now, on this team, he said he feels embraced.  There is no jealousy.  No agendas.  Just a team pulling for one another.
LaMarcus’ mother put it all together when asked why she thought her son was doing so well:
I just think he’s happy.  (She said) You know when you are with a team and you are happy with…they play team ball.  I think that’s why they are winning.  They all played together, and they like each other.  That’s a great thing.
Her husband added:
It’s the players around him—they have brought the real LaMarcus out.
Here is a team under the influence of the Holy Spirit.  It’s going to be interesting to watch them.  I am not saying they will win the playoffs.  But if they are working together, supporting each other no matter what, and managing their rivalries; they have already won.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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