
Hard Choices

Acts 5:27-32; Psalm 150; Revelation 1:4-8; John 20:19-31

One day a professor of physics, a male, appeared before his physics class wearing a red

dress, with matching red shoes, hat, and purse. He proceeded to lecture the students on som e

principle of physics for forty-five minutes while the stunned class sat there, dutifully taking notes.

At the end of the class, one student finally summoned the courage to ask, “What’s with the

dress, and the shoes, and the hat?”

“Glad you asked,” said the professor in the dress. “I wear this to demonstrate to you that good

physics is dependent upon a vivid imagination and a willingness to have one’s expectations disrupted

by new date.”

The Dean of physics was not amused.

Now today’s Second Sunday of Easter text from Acts begins with an official lack of

amusement as well. Jesus’ once disheartened followers have been running loose in Jerusalem doing

all sorts of “signs and wonders” among the people (Acts 5:12). The common people hold “them in

high esteem.” Furthermore, despite their fringe status, great numbers of both men and women are

joining them (5:14). The poor of Jerusalem are bringing their sick out into the street in the hope that

Peter’s shadow might fall upon them and make them well—the poor who have no other access to

health care, the poor who have no hope other than the power of these disciples to heal.

The people at the top of the religious establishment are not amused. They have the disciples

tossed into prison. But an angel delivers them, telling them, “Go, stand in the temple and tell the

people the whole message about this life” (5:20). So the apostles go right back to the temple at

daybreak, the same time of the day that Jesus rose from the tomb, and began to tell people about

life.
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Meanwhile when the high priest and his cronies go to the jail to get the apostles, they aren’t

there. They’ve been liberated from prison just as Jesus, on Easter was liberated from his tomb.

“Now when the captain of the temple and the chief priests heard these words (that the

disciples were gone), they were perplexed about them, wondering what might be going on. Then

someone arrived and announced, ‘Look, the men whom you put in prison are standing in the temple

and teaching the people.’”

They sent the police to nab the apostles and drag them before the court. That’s where today”s

scripture from Acts begins.

Acts says: “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled

Jerusalem with your teaching . . .” (Acts 5:28).

But Peter and apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than any human authority.”

Peter tells them that they are going to keep on telling people about Easter, keep on healing the poor,

no matter what the police do to them.

Acts says: When they heard this, they were enraged and wanted to kill them.” (Acts 5:33)

Now, should we be surprised that scarcely a week after Easter, Jesus’ resurrection has cause

such conflict among the governing authorities? Why were those higher ups at the courthouse so

upset that Peter and the others were running around healing people, preaching about Jesus?

Well, if we don’t know why there is big trouble after Easter, then we may not know much about

how the official management of life and death, of health and wholeness, is challenged by Easter.

We can’t have uneducated, ordinary people running loose, healing, taking power into their own

hands, proclaiming a power let loose in the world greater than the power of the federal government

and its functionaries. These things must be done in proper order, through the accredited channels.

Some untrained faith healer out there healing people with no medical school training, no certification
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from the College of Physicians and Surgeons. Why next thing we know, people might get the

impression that power is available through other means than a credited health care deliver system.

That there is life which is not sanctioned or distributed through the ruling authorities. And then where

would we be?

Preacher and teacher Will Willimon tells the story of the day he was confronted by a number

of students shortly after he had joined the staff of Duke University:

“I was visited by a delegation of earnest students. They wore coats and ties, had short hair,

looked quite respectable, and acted most politely. They said that they were representatives of the

South Africa Divestment Committee. They said that they were pressing the university to divest itself

of any South African investments in order to fight the, then, South African apartheid policy.

“We’ve written a letter to the president. But he hasn’t answered us,” they said. “We wondered

if you would be willing to help us get a hearing from the president on this issue. We know the

president is busy and we would not want to take much of his time, but we think this is important.”

I looked at them. I thought how neat, how polite they were. I remembered my own angry-

young-man-student-radical days in the sixties. I thought to myself, “You little wimps!” When I was

your age we wouldn’t have asked the president for something. We would have taken his wife

hostage, occupied his office, then we would have told the administration what we wanted.”

Then I thought to myself: Wait a minute. I am the administration. In the intervening years, I had

changed places with the students. I had moved from being a powerless student to a relatively

powerful university administrator. That move makes you see things differently.

So I told the students something like: “Well, these things take time. I know the president is

doing the best he can on this matter. You must have patience. We know more than you on this issue,

etc., etc., etc.”
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I can’t have ignorant and unlearned students assuming responsibility for the world, trying to

heal our problems on their own, not working through proper, official channels!

Ninety thousand people in my state (mostly children) have no access to health care. The

number of people who slip below the poverty line has been growing each year. This is the way the

world is. One must learn to accept, adapt, be patient and allow the authorities, the folk up at the top

who are in power, to work with the situation.”

But that’s not the case in Acts 5, not in this story of post-Easter commotion. This story says to

us today: There is a power let loose in the world, a power that rises from the bottom up, a power for

good which cannot be contained, accredited, or channelled by the powers that be. We too easily

settle down in the economic status quo. We too easily adapt ourselves to the politics of death.

This story suggests that, when it comes to Easter (as was suggested last Sunday), we suffer

from a diminished imagination. Our minds are trapped in deadly alliances with the way things are and

have always been.

But now that God has raised Jesus from the dead, everything is up for grabs. Now increasing

numbers of the poor and dispossessed, those who have suffered through the worst schools, and the

poorest health care, and the worst housing, have begun to stir. Down in the ghetto, in the same part

of town where Jesus was born, the risen Christ begins to gather his people. Now these “ignorant and

uneducated” men and women, those whom the world disempowers, are sensing their own power.

They are on the march, on the move, and no police, no prison can contain the power of Easter. No

matter what the world tries to throw at them they raise it to new life even in the face of death.

Scrawled on the inner walls of one of the Nazi concentration camps was a prayer. The

unknown author prayed it in the face of brutal authorities.

“O Lord, when I shall come with glory in your kingdom, do not remember only the men of good
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will; remember also the men of evil. May they be remembered not only for their acts of cruelty in this

camp, the evil they have done to us prisoners, but balance against their cruelty the fruits we have

reaped under the stress and in the pain; the comradeship, the courage, the greatness of heart, the

humility and patience which have been born in us and become part of our lives, because we have

suffered at their hands.

May the memory of us not be a nightmare to them when they stand in judgement. May all that

we have suffered be acceptable to you as a ransom for them.”

And then the prayer concluded, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and die . . .”

Whoever wrote that prayer had captured the vision of Easter of resurrecting life from the ashes of

death, the wonder of this life we are called to.

Today’s text from Acts wants to literally blow our minds, to expand our horizons, to teach us

again to dream. This text tells us a story. We may be poor and dispossessed. We may not be. But

each of us, despite our economic circumstances, knows the way the powers, the powers of death,

tend to trap us, want to call the shots, name our lives, say what can happen and what cannot happen

in our lives. Death is seductive. Easter is a threat, a threat of life. The story asks each of us, “Where

would I find myself in this story?”

Would I be with the power brokers at the courthouse, hoping finally to put a once-and-for-all

end to this Jesus commotion? Or would I find my voice among those out in the streets, among the

poor and the dispossessed, praising God for God’s work among the little and the lowly in Jesus?

Today’s question is deeply biblical, very theological, utterly political, leaving us with the hard

choices: Where do you see yourself after Easter? Thanks be to God. Amen.
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