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This is the tail-end of the resurrection series.  I hope it will be the punch line.  I hope this will make you glad that you didn’t quit halfway through the series.  It’s important to remember in a thumbnail sketch what has happened so far.  The very first recording of the resurrection was Mark.  And you remember that Mark, just like he doesn’t have the virgin birth, he doesn’t have what we call the post-resurrection appearances.  People go to the cave and it’s just empty.  There’s a guy sitting there in white, and he says “Jesus isn’t here, go to Galilee and you’ll see him.”  And that’s it.  That’s Easter for Mark.  It’s very important to realize then that the stories that add details are coming after.  Matthew tells the story again and the young man in the cave has become an angel.  A little detail that Mark didn’t notice.  And instead of just a white robe, it’s like lightning.  Luke tells the story again, and now it’s two angels.  Again, if history were what we were talking about, that would be a problem.  John tells the story – and every time the story gets told, it gets bigger, there are more details that are poetic, I think, there’s more dialogue that’s woven in there to help you have the experience they’re hoping you will have.  Not of a historical event, but of a living presence.  

Now Thomas--when I first ran across Thomas I felt like I had discovered a decoder ring. because Thomas doesn’t tell the stories at all.  He gives the sayings.  And something happens when you just hear the wisdom, when you just hear the insights.  You can kind of get lost in the story sometimes.  The stories are wonderful, but it helps us determine where we need to put our weight, as we tell these stories.  So what I’m going to suggest about this decoder ring is that it does three things.  And I thought I was really being smart – I was thinking UPI was the delivery service, it’s UPS so unfortunately I needed to look for an “S” instead of an “I” but when we read scripture, the decoder ring we need, reminds us that first of all the story is Personal.  It’s not about somebody else far away, long ago.  It’s illumining your life.  So the personal is very important when we read these stories.  The second is that it’s Universal.  It’s happening everywhere, all the time.  It’s not just true in this place, either.  And then finally, that it’s happening right here, right now [Immediate].  It’s leading us to the presence.  I’m going to walk through this last resurrection story with those three thoughts in mind.  

I’m going to start with the Personal because that’s the easiest place for us to start.  Particularly when we’re children, we need stories that make it personal.  We experience these great truths in a personal way.  What Thomas is going to say is that sacred something, for which you are searching, is actually the foundation out of which you come.  In other words, that something that you’re searching for, you’re really emanating from it.  And one of the reasons it’s hard to find is that you’re coming out of it.  And when you’re looking for it outside yourself, you can look a long, long time.  The way Paul says it, is that we are all children of God.  Now I’m not sure Paul would be allowed in a church today after saying that.  Right?  Because don’t we say that Jesus is the only child of God?  Only one.  Well Paul didn’t get that bulletin.  Here he says, as Jesus implied so many times, he’s coming to teach you that you’re a child of God.  

Imagine if you took lessons from Chuck Norris, let’s say.  A great spiritual master, who’s offering to be President if Texas secedes from the Union, I was reading the other day that he could be our president, which is very exciting  . . .but suppose you took karate lessons, or defense lessons.  And then somebody picks on you, and you have to get on the phone and call Chuck Norris.  “This guy’s picking on me; you need to come beat him up.”  That wouldn’t be very good defense.  Neither is it good spirituality if your spiritual teacher never leads you to adulthood.  There are approaches to Christianity that turn you permanently into a child.  Permanently into a seeker.  There comes a time when what your teacher is most trying to do is pass the torch to you, and you have to let go of the teacher to receive that torch.  Understand what I’m saying?  That there comes a time, when what the teacher wants you to do is be the teacher.  The master wants you to be the master.  And if you keep groveling before the master, you’re saying “no” to the torch, to the future.  So the resurrections, whatever we talk about, whatever we mean, has got to be something that’s happening inside of us.  The way Thomas says it is, if heaven is in the sky, then the birds are going to beat you there.  If it’s under the sea, which is where some people theorized it was, then the fish will beat you there.  He says it’s in you, and it’s around you.  In other words, heaven is a symbol of something that happens through us.  So the personal is very important.  Your life – what the resurrection appearances mean in one context is that you are an expression of that sacredness.  And the resurrection happens when you come alive.  

But there’s a second meaning, and it seems to contradict the first meaning, and that’s that it’s Universal.  It’s everywhere, happening all the time.  If you think about God being everywhere, then there’s something kind of comical about the angels.  You don’t need messengers if you’re everywhere, in a sense.  But we may need the images of angels to be in touch with that intelligence and that spirit.  As long as we remember that our human images are just symbols, then they don’t betray us.  They’re sensual, poetic ways that we stay in touch with the sacred and we realize that we’re humanizing it, we’re putting it into pictures, and there’s nothing wrong with that.  But there may come a time when you have to let go of that image of the sacred, for the sacred to stay alive in your life.  If you run a sky lab, and you’re having problems right now, and you pray for angels to come help you, your training in aerodynamics will tell you that angels can only fly so high.  Bird wings only go so high.  So they’re going to need rocket packs to get all the way up there where you are.  The wings are a symbol that wherever you are, the sacred reaches you.  When you’re lost you think God’s the one hiding, so the symbol we need when we’re lost is the idea of a God searching for us.  But if God is everywhere, then we can be looking for a carrot on a stick the rest of our lives.  That’s not saying that the stories didn’t happen, it’s saying their happening or not isn’t the point.  If I did a lecture on Ben Franklin discovering that electricity and lightning are the same thing (or at least they’re different versions of the same thing) but then whenever I wanted electricity, I prayed to Ben Franklin, let’s say.  Or I went to Philadelphia, the sacred spot where lightning and electricity came together.  I would not be understanding the universality of the message.  Thank you, Ben Franklin for introducing that, but at that point I don’t need Ben Franklin anymore.  I may want Ben Franklin, I may refer back to Ben Franklin, if I get confused or scared and lose the universal, then that’s always my touchstone to find it back again.  But the whole point of somebody saying, it’s about love, it’s about love, it’s about love, it’s not about me, it’s about love, it’s about love . . .at some point you get the idea that it’s not just praising Jesus.  It’s living out of that universal love.  Paul says it again -very, very disturbingly - he says “God does not live in buildings built by human beings.  Human beings cannot serve God as though God needed something.”  Again, he’d be kicked out of any church I know for saying that.  God needs us, right?  That’s hurting business, if you realize that you don’t need “us” to get to the sacred.  So part of the resurrection is that it’s personal, but another part is realizing that you live in a common life, and you’re lifted to the common life.  And we do use the symbols, we come together in community, but they’re symbols of something greater than ourselves.  

Then the final, the thing that should have been “S” but it’s an “I” (I guess I could have said “sudden”, that would’ve worked) it needs to be here and now.  It needs to be Immediate.  It needs to be something that I’m experiencing in this place and time.  Have you ever been at one of those maps, and it doesn’t have the “You are here” arrow on there?  Same map and it’s useless because you don’t know that one little reference point!  Scripture is useless if you don’t know who you are.  If you’re learning all this wisdom about what happened two thousand years ago, that’s not a lot of help right now.  It may distract you, it may comfort you in some non-adaptive way, but what you’re needing is the truth that was revealed then, to see it right now.  That’s what I like about this passage in Thomas, it’s just so wonderful, it says “Those who seek should keep seeking, and when you find, you will be disturbed.”  Isn’t that great?  We keep looking for these comforting truths that lead us further and further away from the engagement, from the life that’s sometimes kind of scary.  Something that you may consider a great problem, a great threat to your very existence, can be the place where the sacred is manifest to you.  Those places that we’re running away from, we don’t even want to turn and look at them, may be the missing piece where we find a stillness and a peace that nothing can take away.  Because when we’re running from any part of the sacred, in a sense we’re running from all of it.  So Thomas says those that understand this truth will never taste death.  That doesn’t mean you’re not going to die, here.  But it means that you’re going to live out of something that doesn’t die.  The intelligence that gives motion to the stars, that works to call the flower through the soil, that intelligence is in you.  And what the symbols are saying is, that’s the real you, that’s the deepest you, even though it’s not limited to your little mortal frame and your little ego and your projects.  But when you’re afraid, choose that life; hold onto it, above all. 

I think Thomas is a kind of decoder ring.  That when we read Scripture, and it’s not really working for us, to run through the UPI.  It’s personal – the sacred thing for which you search, you are an expression of it.  That sacred something for which you search is talking to you through a part of life that you may be turning and running away from right now.  And finally that sacred thing for which you search, you don’t need to search for it at all.  For in it, you live, and move, and have your being.  

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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· Have found an approach to God through the life and teachings of Jesus,
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