18th April 2015; Easter 3

Acts 3:12-19; Luke 24: 36b - 48
Ashdon 9.30 am
1. How do we know who to trust?
It is not long before we have local elections. Canvassing has been somewhat muted – and even suspended during this time of mourning for Prince Philip -  but the time prior to elections is always one when different parties put forward their different solutions to current problems. As with political arguments generally, it can be difficult to know who to trust. 
This is also true in matters of faith, and in faith, as in politics, we try to look for those who seem to speak with authority, preferably on the basis of some first hand experience of the issues. 

It wasn’t all that different in the time of the early Church. In our first reading, we heard Peter making a public statement – and a difficult one at that. He had just healed a man who could not walk, and people were astounded, so he stood up to make a public speech. The incident ended badly – unlike our politicians today, he was not only heckled, but thrown into prison. Actually, there are examples today of people who dare to speak up being put into prison. In our own country we may think of the suffragettes and elsewhere of demonstrations in Tiananmen Square. Making really passionate pleas can still land people in trouble, but compared to such things, our everyday political debates are usually fairly tame. Passionate argument is, however, one way to convince people of your cause, whatever the consequences.
Today both our readings speak about being witnesses: Jesus tells the disciples that they are to be witnesses, and Peter later uses the same word to speak of his role. So it is worth spending some time thinking about the ways in which we ourselves witness to our faith.
2. Easter progression
Last Sunday we heard the story of Thomas from the gospel of St John. Today we heard from the gospel of Luke. No mention of Thomas here, but an incident that is very similar to the one in John. 

After the joy of Easter day, the following Sundays of Easter take us through the experience of the first disciples, and they challenge us to think about the basis of our belief as well. The Sunday after Easter used to be called ‘Low Sunday’, being a sort of anti-climax after the joy of Easter. It is a Sunday when we always hear the story of Thomas, who asked for proof that Jesus was risen. He wanted to see for himself the holes in his hands and side.  Rather than ‘low Sunday’, we might call it ‘doubting Sunday’. And if last week was ‘doubting Sunday’, today is ‘incredulity Sunday’. 
For we hear that that all the disciples were startled and terrified when they first saw Jesus alive again after being put to death. It wasn’t just Thomas who couldn’t believe it: we are told that they were all ‘disbelieving and still wondering’. Hardly surprising. And Jesus offers proof – the evidence of their senses – he invites them to touch, and to see. And when this is not enough, he asks for food and eats in their presence to show that he is not a ghost. It is only after this that he explains and ‘opens their minds’ to understand the scriptures. Demonstration precedes explanation. Then they are told that they are witnesses towhat has happened. 
3. Witnesses and first hand experience
So in both readings, we find the word ‘witnesses’. And in that story of Peter speaking in the Temple in Jerusalem, there too demonstration precedes explanation. First he heals the crippled man, then he explains. 

But how does this apply to us today? We can neither expect to meet the risen Jesus in the flesh, nor to see a miracle such as the one Peter performed, although some Christians do claim to have seen and experiences miraculous healing, and we should not discount that.  
Yet having satisfied his disciples’ need for proof, Jesus told them ‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’ (John 20: 29) This is reassuring, but if we are taking our faith seriously, we will still look for some evidence, just as we do in trying to weigh up the competing claims of politicians.  We cannot be convincing witnesses ourselves if we have not looked carefully at why we believe. 

In a recent Lent course there was a video by Justin Welby our Archbishop, who said that when he goes to a local church to preach, at the end of his sermon he challenges people there to turn to their neighbour and say, in just 1 minute, why they are Christians and why they go to church. They are not allowed to use any jargon. He says there is often a gasp of horror!  Don’t worry, I am not going to do that today! But I do find it fascinating to hear what people say about why they believe. The reasons are often quite low key, and people don’t think they are dramatic enough to really count. Behind the sense of habit, there is often a very personal story.
But let us come back to how we assess what to believe in general. Frequently we make judgement about issues based on evidence from a variety of sources, looking at how this stacks up and what seems to make best sense overall. In relation to issues of public policy, we may have first hand knowledge ourselves of the health service or education, for example. We talk to others who do have such experience, and we listen to those putting forward their policies. We try to assess their credibility. 

And then we try it and see if it works. Politicians are fond of pointing to the work of previous governments and telling us that their policies did not work. In our life of faith, we also look to people who have lived before us to see if their faith ‘worked’. We have examples of men and women of faith who changed society for the better. These people encourage us. There are of course also men and women who have changed things for good who have not had faith, as well as those with strong convictions who have done terrible things. Those who doubt the value or reality of our claims as Christians point to these as evidence of its futility. In the end, then, in faith as in politics, it comes down to whom we believe and trust. 
But in relation to faith, we have another test we can apply. For we believe that we are not simply physical and social beings, but spiritual beings also. And in spirit, we can be in touch with another dimension of experience, that we call God. Now this is not something provable – but that does not mean it is not real. Indeed perhaps it is more real than the material world. In asking whether faith works for us, we are not just asking if our faith makes the world a better place, but also if it makes us better people. Does it give us peace, confidence and love? In all his appearances after the resurrection, Jesus says ‘peace be with you’. 
We often say that ‘seeing is believing’ and so it was for the early disciples. Yet in the life of the Spirit, the opposite can be true: believing leads to seeing things in a new light. That belief needs to have a firm and tested starting point. We are not wrong to assess what evidence we have, and to weigh up different explanations and arguments for and against a life of faith. Yet ultimately, we need to take a leap. I often use the example of testing a rope bridge to see if it will take our weight. That is how most of us proceed in matters of faith, taking one tentative step after another. And as we find our faith holds us up and supports us, we gain in confidence, and then become the witnesses that we are asked to be. I have said that in the gospel accounts demonstration preceded explanation. So it should be for us: our changed lives should be the demonstration that others look for before we can offer them an explanation.

Let us ask God to work in us, through his spirit, that we may be effective witnesses to the truth of his risen life within us.





Amen.
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