April 7 & 8, 2007

Luke 24:13-27

“Close Counts In Horseshoes and Hand Grenades”

     13Now that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem. 14They were talking with each other about everything that had happened. 15As they talked and discussed these things with each other, Jesus himself came up and walked along with them; 16but they were kept from recognizing him. 17He asked them, "What are you discussing together as you walk along?" They stood still, their faces downcast. 18One of them, named Cleopas, asked him, "Are you only a visitor to Jerusalem and do not know the things that have happened there in these days?" 19"What things?" he asked.    "About Jesus of Nazareth," they replied. "He was a prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all the people. 20The chief priests and our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; 21but we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel. And what is more, it is the third day since all this took place. 22In addition, some of our women amazed us. They went to the tomb early this morning 23but didn't find his body. They came and told us that they had seen a vision of angels, who said he was alive. 24Then some of our companions went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said, but him they did not see." 25He said to them, "How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! 26Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?" 27And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.

     A story is told in which an accountant answered an advertisement for a top job with a large firm. At the end of the interview, the chairman asked, “One last question—what is three times seven?” The accountant thought for a moment and replied, “Twenty-two.” Outside he checked himself on his calculator and concluded he had lost the job. But two weeks later he was offered the post. He asked the chairman why he had been appointed when he had given the wrong answer. “You were the closest,” the chairman replied. Some people have the mistaken idea that God is like the man who conducted the interview. They think it doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you’re close to the truth. I think I heard it from my grandfather first, “Close Only counts in Horseshoes and Hand Grenades.” I don’t want to be close. The disciples in our scripture passage today where close but, “Close Only Counts in Horseshoes and Hand Grenades.” Almost doesn’t cut it. Nearly, isn’t nearly enough.

     I have been a Jesus follower for 41 years. I was baptized in 4th grade. I have been seriously committed for 29 years. We can be honest can’t we? Faith is hard. As I have shared with you throughout these years in those 29 years I have seen God do some incredible stuff. Yet, at the same time when it comes to issues of faith, I still sometimes feel as if I’m in first grade. I so often seem to be so close, “so close and yet so far.” Just like the disciples on the road to Emmaus, I am so intent on the business at hand that I miss the opportunity for a closer walk with God. Do any of the rest of you struggle with some of these same faith issues? This past week in my personal study time I was reviewing Romans 10:9. “If we confess with our lips that Jesus is Lord..” That’s the easy part. It’s easy to say, “Well, I believe in this Jesus thing.” But here’s the part that really troubled me: “And if we believe in our heart that God raised him from the dead, we will be saved.” I can identify with the disciples on Easter morning. This incredible event, the resurrection took place, but the dudes who hung out with Jesus for three years, had trouble recognizing the risen Lord. Did you notice that? Time and again they were in some kind of funk or fog of doubt, so they didn’t recognize Jesus when he appeared to them. In verse 15, two disciples are traveling together on the road to Emmaus, talking and discussing what had just happened. Jesus himself came along and walked with them but they were kept from recognizing them. In the Greek, the original language in which the New Testament was written, it means that their eyes were locked. It’s like you have no peripheral vision; your eyes are locked one way. So, you fail to recognize or are unable to see what’s going on around you. Here’s a question I ask myself. I’ve been a Jesus follower for 41 years and I don’t think I’m alone on this issue. What is it that causes these faith restrictions in our lives? Why does my faith, my and my life always seem to be so locked in one way? Why am I kept from recognizing Jesus at least in ways that the mighty people of faith keep saying they do? Why does my field of vision in faith stuff seem at times to be so restricted?
     It might be as simple was an old story from my early years of ministry. I had an old couple in my first full time church. Wayne and Marge were their names. They had these two chairs in which they sat next to each other in their living room. Wayne’s was a large recliner and Marge’s was a smaller chair. When I visited with them they would sit in their chairs and I would sit on what Marge and every other woman of her generation called the davenport. Have you ever heard that expression? One day I asked Marge how she was doing? She replied, “Well we’re doing pretty good as well as anyone could do at 91, I guess. It’s just that I’ve been having trouble with my eyes.” What kind of trouble Marge? She said, “It’s like everything is blurry.” I replied, “Well Marge, at your age these kind of things can happen.” She said. “It’s all happened in the last two weeks or so, all of a sudden like.” “Me too,” chimed in Wayne. I was sitting there and I looked at Marge, then I looked at Wayne. I was staring at their faces and suddenly I realized that Marge was wearing Wayne’s glasses and Wayne was wearing Marge’s glasses. No kidding, Wayne had Marge’s and Marge had Wayne’s glasses on. I coulda been an optometrist, I saved them a visit to one though. Here’s the point, your field of vision is going to be restricted if you’re wearing the wrong glasses. 
     From the time after we were born, definitely by the time we were able to read, we were given glasses that view the world through the lens of a secular world view. We have been immersed in this from the time we began school. We were immersed in this culture of skepticism that taught us the sharp division between fact and faith, between that which is real and that which is religion. As a matter of fact, it is so separated in our culture that we call it “separation of church and state.” We learn every day to depend on those things that are fact. Or at least the things we accept as facts today. They may and probably will change in the near future.

     What is fact? What is reality compared to faith and religion? Reality views everything through the lens of science. These are the glasses you and I have been handed. If it’s real you can trust it. If you can see it with your physical eyes, if you can measure it or weigh it, or if you can see it and prove it in a laboratory of science, you can trust it. And because you can trust it, it’s truth, it’s real; it is universal and applies to everyone. Through the lens of secular culture, the worldview that you and I were raised in, one plus one equals two for everyone all around the world. No matter whether you are Jewish, Muslim, Christian or whatever. What is truth applies to everyone.

     On the other hand, faith is based upon personal values. It’s abstract and you can’t see it, measure it or weigh it. And because you can’t see it, it is personal, it is relative and it doesn’t apply to everyone equally. When we sit here and ask why we struggle with faith, look at the glasses we have been handed since the time we were very little that view everything through this culture of skepticism. A secular world view assumes that God is not a factor in history. All of our economic, political and education systems are set up where God is not a factor. They are Marge with Wayne’s glasses on. Those lenses have an extremely hard time bringing an event like the resurrection into focus. Because if the resurrection really happened it would confirm that Jesus really was who he said he was, the risen Lord of the Universe. It would confirm that Jesus was God. You can’t make that claim through the lens of secular culture. Ahh, but is not secular culture based upon faith too? Yes. It makes the assumption that life as we know it is a consequence of random chance.
     Very early in my college career, I became a serious Christian, 29 years ago. At a public University, I will not name I had a professor of biology who was an atheist. He would always be spouting this fact or that fact. There was no God, God was no factor in history. One day, because of course of my shy and demure way, I became a little bold and said, “Dr so and so, just look around you. How do you explain the order we see in the universe? The earth is just the right distance from the sun. If the sun were 1% closer we would burn up, if it were1% further away, we would freeze? Everything we see is order, not the chaos of your teaching.” He replied, “Young man, if you put enough monkey’s in a room with typewriters and leave those monkeys for a long enough time, just through random chance one monkey will come up with a Shakespearean play or the Gettysburg address or the Webster’s dictionary. Have any of you ever heard that kind of nonsense before? “Well, Dr. So and So, I will surrender to your argument of random accident if you first show me the monkey who created those typewriters.” Even that set of glasses requires a pretty good leap of faith itself. Or the professor who discounts the Exodus story of the Israelite crossing the Red Sea because they say that in reality the area where they crossed was actually the “Reed Sea” not the “Red Sea” and that it was a swampy area with water maybe only an inch deep.” Only God. Maybe the miracle wasn’t that the Israelites crossed the Red Sea, I suppose through these lenses of my secular fact based life say it was only a puddle they slogged through. But in that case…it had to be God and God alone…. who could drown Pharoah, his army, horses and chariots all in an inch of water. That’s what my glasses of faith would tell me. 
     Is it any wonder we struggle with faith? These are the glasses that I have been given. And when I’m looking through these glasses of a secular worldview, then the way of the cross is totally incomprehensible. You can’t get it. The secular worldview has no value system for the way of the cross. Listen to what Jesus said here, He looked at these two dudes who still didn’t recognize him and said, “How foolish you are and how slow to believe all that the prophets have spoken.” Now catch this part because it won’t be seen nor understood with the wrong glasses. Jesus then said, “Did not the Messiah have to suffer?” Notice that word suffer, we don’t like that word suffer. The secular world view says if there is a loving God, how can God allow suffering? How could a loving God allow death? How could a loving God allow people to go through pain?
     Secular worldview has two primary values: first life and meaning are found in the material. The more you can accumulate around you, the more protection and security you have from pain, you all are smart enough to know that’s not true. And secondly, let’s be happy. We seem to be willing to do anything to be happy today. Like our food, we want it fast, we want it cheap, convenient and right now. The journey of the cross is none of the above.  Unless you change your glasses you are never going to see the activity of God. You will never see the Kingdom of God. Life for you will be a trip to the “Magic Kingdom.” All show, no substance. 
     Some of us have come here out of tradition and to please your family.  You all can go to sleep if you’re not there already. I’m really not talking to you anyway, you’re not ready to take off those ill fitting poorly performing glasses. I’m not into that Easter game=playing stuff. I want to address those of you who have come here truly seeking the one who defied the arrogance of rationality and had the audacity to rise from the dead. I want to talk to those who really want to see him and to know him. Here’s what Jesus said, “If any of you aren’t playing around and you really want to be my disciple, then here’s what it takes: you have to deny yourself and take up the cross and follow me. For whoever wants to play the Magic Kingdom game, whoever saves their life for themselves, will eventually lose their life. But if you are willing to lose your life for my sake in the kingdom of God, you will find it. Do you want to know Jesus? It isn’t going to happen by just sitting and coming to church meetings. It’s only going to happen when you bring your garbage and junk, your doubts and your skepticism and you get up and commit yourself without reservation or any means of escape to go where Jesus is going and do what Jesus is doing. I want us to bow our heads right now. If that is where you are, then let my words be your words.

(PRAY)

If you prayed that prayer with me, realize you can’t do this by yourself. The rest of the story is, is that they didn’t recognize Jesus until they brought Jesus in their house? When Jesus sat down, they suddenly saw through different lenses. The Greek says their eyes were opened. That only happens when we let our sacred space be invaded and take a step of faith ourselves. 
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