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Third Sunday of Easter • April 15, 2018 
Acts 3:12-19  •  Psalm 4  •  1 John 3:1-7  •  Luke 24:36b-48 

  
One of the things we often forget about the resurrection is that no one actually saw it 

happen. When Jesus was born, there were witnesses. There were plenty of people there. Probably 
more people than Mary wanted. When Jesus was killed, there were witnesses. There were people 
who saw the whole thing happen. But whenever Holy Saturday turned into Easter Sunday, whenever 
death turned into life, whenever Jesus “was raised on the third day in accordance with the 
scriptures,” no one was actually there to see it happen. So the appearances of the risen Jesus like we 
heard this week and last are very valuable to us. They help us understand what the resurrection is. In 
this season of Easter, we don’t just hear that Christ is risen, we are invited to encounter the risen 
Christ himself.  

But if you read these stories to try to get an idea of what the resurrection is, they’ll probably 
raise more questions than answers for you. Last week, St. John told us about how the resurrected 
Jesus walked through a locked door. So apparently the resurrected Jesus isn’t bound by physical 
obstacles. But then Jesus still has wounds that you can touch, so apparently he still has some kind of 
a physical body. In today’s gospel from St. Luke, Jesus appears out of nowhere, so the disciples freak 
out and think he’s a ghost. But then Jesus eats a piece of fish. So what even is this resurrected Jesus? 
 We don’t know for sure, but there’s one thing that’s evident from reading these stories. 
Which is that the resurrection has changed Jesus. The Jesus who tells Thomas to put his hand in his 
side, the Jesus who asks for something to eat, is not quite the same Jesus who was healing other 
people’s wounds and feeding the five thousand. This is not a resuscitation. It isn’t just Jesus being 
brought back to his old life. Not just getting the gang back together to go continue his ministry. It’s 
a resurrection. New life that comes out of death. And that new life that emerges from death is 
changed. It’s somehow different than the old life.  
 It’s possible to get stuck here. To get bogged down in the details of the resurrected Jesus’s 
body. What kind of person can walk through walls and eat fish? But if you do that, you can miss the 
other half of the story. Because Jesus isn’t the only one who has changed. The disciples have 
changed too. Because they, Jesus says, are now witnesses of these things. You are not just disciples, 
you are not just followers, you are not just students. You are more than that. You are witnesses. In 
the same way that the resurrection has changed Jesus, the resurrection has changed the disciples and 
all of us, too. Living in the light of the resurrection means living as witnesses. It means living for 
others. 

This way of thinking really isn’t in vogue right now. So many of our institutions, our 
affiliations, our communities, and even our ideologies seek to serve only the interests of their 
members. They are turned inward. We often talk about this in terms of new ways that people 
affiliate with churches, but we often don’t couch it in terms of this the bigger shift. Changing views 
not just about the role of the church but about the worth of civic engagement, the abrogation of 
shared responsibility, and a broader crisis of whether public life is even worth bothering with 
anymore. So many of our institutions, our communities, and our identities have become tribal. And 
because they are tribes, they can only become watered down when they engage with the world 
outside of them. So what does it mean to be witnesses, what does it mean to be in mission, what 
does it mean to be church, in a world of tribes? 
 In our confirmation class today, we’re going to be talking about that question. Normally, the 
kind of capstone for confirmation classes is to write a personal statement of faith. But that’s too easy 
for you all, and it’s going to be out of date in two weeks, anyway. So we’re going to do something 
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else. And I would invite you all to try this out as an exercise on your own. Try to answer this very 
simple question: what is Advent? And there are two catches. The first catch is that you only have 
one sentence. So it has to be about a hundred and forty characters. And the second catch, this is the 
tricky one, is that you can’t use the words Lutheran, church, or gospel. Not because they’re not 
important, but because they don’t mean a lot to people who aren’t already part of our community. 
So what would your answer to that question be? What even is Advent? What does it mean to be a 
witness? 
 Sometimes we overthink what it means to be a witness. We come up with elaborate 
definitions. We design complex programs and strategies. Sometimes we make witness complicated 
because we live in a complicated world, but sometimes we make it complicated because we don’t 
think we’re up for the task. We come up with countless ways to say that we aren’t good enough. We 
tell ourselves that we can’t be good witnesses because there are some times we don’t know what we 
believe. We tell ourselves we can’t be good witnesses because our lives don’t seem all that great. We 
tell ourselves that we can’t be good witnesses because we don’t know enough about God to talk to 
other people about our faith. But if the quality of your witness depends on the status of your job or 
having a quote-unquote ideal family or your knowledge of the Bible or the strength of your faith, 
then you should check what you’re actually being a witness to. Because it’s probably not God. It’s 
probably yourself. 

In church circles, the current buzz word for what it means to witness is “public church.” 
Being a public church means that our mission and purpose is oriented to serving the needs of the 
people in our towns, our schools, our workplaces, as much as it is the people who are on the rolls in 
the church office. Being public church means that we take meals to our members when they’re sick, 
and we give food to people who can’t afford it. Being public church means that we just as we use 
our stewardship to support the mission of the church just as we use our endowment to support 
God’s mission outside of the church. Being public church means investing in the faith formation of 
our members just as we live out our vocations the world. Public church means existing  not just for 
ourselves but for the sake of people who may never even set foot in this place. 
 This is all good, but there’s one big, glaring problem with “public church.” Which is that it’s 
redundant. Being church, doing the work of the church, is an inherently public act. What we call 
“public church” is what St. Luke would have called plain old “church.” Jesus is calling and 
empowering the disciples to be his body in the world from Jerusalem to all the nations. So a church 
that isn’t public, a church that doesn’t exist for the sake of others, a church that is oblivious to the 
needs of its neighbors, a church that isn’t engaged in witness, really isn’t a church at all.  

When God creates faith in us, it isn’t just to create a private relationship. It isn’t to create a 
one-on-one relationship with the divine that you can call your own. It’s to create a public 
relationship that reflects the mercy of God to the people around us. This is why we baptized Owen 
in a public worship service last week. We didn’t just do it in the Brown’s backyard. Because God 
creates faith in us not just for us but for the benefit of others. When Jesus creates faith in these 
disciples, it isn’t so they believe that he has risen from the dead. It’s so they can bring other people 
into belief as well.  
 But we don’t make ourselves witnesses. It’s God who makes us witnesses. And in today’s 
gospel reading, Jesus makes these disciples witnesses despite their hang-ups and their struggles to 
understand what’s happening. Maybe you came to church today basking in the joy of the 
resurrection and a burning desire to witness to the good news of Jesus’s resurrection with other 
people, in which case, keep it up. You can check back in during the Nicene Creed. But chances are 
you didn’t, right?  
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 Chances are you came into church today feeling a little unsure. Maybe you are like the 
disciples in this story who St. Luke says were “still wondering.” Maybe you have questions about 
God that you can’t quite figure out. Maybe you’ve experienced a loss recently. The loss of a loved 
one, the loss of an idea you had about yourself, the loss of a feeling you had about life. And you are 
wondering where God has been in all this, if at all. And if that’s the case, Jesus says that you, even in 
your wonderment, even in your uncertainty, are my witness. 

Or maybe you feel more like the disciples St. Luke says were in disbelief. Maybe you don’t 
believe in God, but you’re here because you want to expose your kids to a religious tradition. Or 
maybe you don’t feel close to God, but you like the fellowship of being here. And if that’s the case, 
Jesus says that you, even in your disbelief, even in your hang-ups, are still be a witness, even in ways 
that you can’t always see. Some of the most important witnesses to the power of the resurrection 
were people who never would have called themselves witnesses to it. 

No one saw the resurrection happen. Not Peter, not Mary Magdalene, not you, not me. And 
yet, Jesus says, you are witnesses. Your lives, your vocations, your joys, and your struggles, point 
others to where the grace of God is present in the world. Your wounds and your scars bear witness 
to the places where light is greater than darkness, grace us stronger than sin, and life is stronger than 
death. So that all people might join us in our Easter proclamation: Alleluia! Christ is Risen.  
 
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


