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Oil & Wine  Third Sunday of Easter  26 April 2009
• Acts 3:13-15, 17-19  • Ps 4:2, 4-9  • 1 John 2:1-5a  • Luke 24:35-48
The post-resurrection gospels are a mixture of doubt and faith, and the journey that the disciples make between these two responses to the news that Jesus is risen. So significant is this for the evangelists’ communities and for Christian communities in every age, that it is repeated in various situations and places: in the garden, at Emmaus, in a room in Jerusalem. But always Jesus is proclaimed as offering the gift of his presence and his peace to his frightened disciples. Today’s gospel follows the Emmaus event, and the two disciples have hurried back to the gathering and eating place in Jerusalem into which they burst with their good news of their encounter with their risen Lord. Luke is vague about the actual location of the room, probably to avoid over-imaginative speculation and make it easier for his readers to relate the scene to their own house-church gatherings. The returning disciples are somewhat deflated to hear that Jesus has also appeared to Simon Peter, but how much this has done for the faith of the eleven and their companions is questionable, as they are “startled and terrified” when, the next moment, Jesus stands among them with his greeting of peace. Jesus is present to them in his glorified, embodied human presence. He is no ghost: his is the body that was crucified, that is still visibly marked with wounds, that is touchable if they so wish. For the disciples to recognize the bodily reality of Jesus in the eating of the piece of broiled fish, is a parallel to the recognition of Jesus in the breaking and eating of the bread at Emmaus. Jesus is not a ghost that will haunt his followers, but the Living One who will transform the life of believers. As Jesus had done in the passion predictions during his ministry; as the two messengers of God had done for the women on Easter morning; as he had done for the disciples at Emmaus, Jesus now tells the disciples that the Hebrew Scriptures have been pregnant with his presence. Now, in him, God has brought to birth a new creation. The threefold division of these Scriptures: the teaching of Moses (the Pentateuch/Torah), the Prophets, and the Writings (represented by the psalms): all these have nourished Jesus throughout his Jewish life, and with them the Christian scriptures stand in fulfilled continuity, not supercession.

The gathering and eating event in the Jerusalem room now becomes a missioning event. The disciples cannot just stay in the Jerusalem house of ecstatic joy, listening to his words, serving him at table and keeping him to themselves. The good news of the resurrection must burst out of closed doors and from this table, and be carried by the disciples to people of all nations, so that they may hear its message of life-changing repentance (metanoía) and forgiveness. We who are gathered at today’s Eucharist are also a people called to repentance, a people who listen to the scriptures, a people who offer one another peace, and a people who eat together with the Risen Christ. Ours then is the same mission: to be sent from here in the strength of the sacramental body and blood of Christ to live and proclaim this Easter mystery into which we are baptised.
Beyond the Eucharist, where are we to find the risen Christ in our own small or larger worlds? Where and when do we stand before his wounded hands and feet? How are we to eat in his presence? And how are we actively to respond, because what opens people’s eyes is what Jesus does – and what, as his disciples, we do. As all the gospel resurrection narratives proclaim in various ways, ours is an embodied faith, and in the last few days Australians have recognized the wounded people that cry out for our attention, who are desperate not so much for a morsel of food as for a scrap of humanised, hopeful life. No matter what the past tragic circumstances of the lives of the asylum seekers on the boat that exploded, no matter what our hopes or fears for their future, the present service of the navy, the medical and flight attendants is surely a gospel response to these people, regardless of their nationality or social status, and regardless of whether those who offer this help have any religious faith or none. Victims and carers, both are human – as was the crucified and risen Christ. 
The first reading is from Peter’s sermon after the healing of the lame man at the Beautiful Gate of the Temple. Hs words are not to be taken as a justification for some anti-Jewish bias. Peter, a Jew, has only to reflect on his own failure in the face of Jesus’ crucifixion to bring him to the painful realization that all those who acquiesced – if only passively – bore some responsibility. But what seems to have begun as words of judgement and condemnation, become a proclamation of the healing and empowering love and forgiveness of God that cannot be frustrated by any human wisdom or ignorance, plans or plotting. Peter is adamant that it is not the personal power or piety of the disciples that has cured the cripple, but God who is at work in them for the sake of life not death; repentance, not blame. If only the Jewish listeners had understood the Suffering Servant tradition of the prophets, says Peter, they would have acted differently. And if only we understand, it should also make a difference to us…
We respond confidently to this reading with verses from Ps 4. It is a psalm that honestly looks trouble full in the face without allowing it to diminish faith in God.  To be able to trust God, even though it seems that the psalmist has suffered some injustice from associates, is a precious gift of God that brings peace and enables one to lie down at night with one’s relationships with God and other people healed. Because of its emphasis on peace and forgiveness, Ps 4 is often used as an evening prayer of thankfulness and confident security in the loving and watchful presence of God, with “the light of God’s face” upon us, even in the darkness and vulnerability of the night. Like Peter and John, we are frail disciples who can do nothing without the grace of God, revealed in Christ, working in us when we are awake or asleep, among friends or enemies.
The author of the First Letter of John is a wisdom teacher who addresses his community as “my little children.” But he is also a realist about the community of disciples, the church, which is a gathering not of the perfect but of pilgrims who struggle with faith and doubt, as we see the disciples struggling in the Easter gospels. Our great confidence is that when we do sin, we have Jesus Christ as our advocate to plead with the Father for our forgiveness. As with the post-resurrection disciples, we too need an experiential knowledge of Jesus. In the Liturgy of the Word and our reflective and prayerful reading of the scriptures, Jesus reveals himself to us; in the healing sacraments of the church, we know his forgiveness. If we accept his invitation to eat with him at the eucharistic table and go forth from there to serve our wounded sisters and brothers, this is the obedience which will bring to perfection God’s love in us – even though it takes a lifetime.
Benedict, too, was realistic about the tensions that can arise in any situation of close living, be it monastery, religious community, or family. Yet he also held fast to the Christian ideal of peace making which is so much part of the Easter mystery. For this reason, he inserted the recitation of the Lord’s Prayer into both Morning (Lauds) and Evening (Vespers) Prayer. “This is done because of the thorns of quarrelling that often spring up” (RB 13.12-14), watered especially by grumbling and competitiveness (e.g. RB 4.39-40; 5.14-17; 34.6-7). In the morning, in the words that Jesus himself taught us, the community pledges before God and one another to try and practise forgiveness and reconciliation during the coming day. In the evening, the Lord’s Prayer can be a review of life that helps us to reflect on the successes and failures of living up to this ideal in the day just past. Terrence Kardong suggests that the strange instruction (now no longer observed) in RB 13.12, that the community listens to the superior recite the prayer, responding only with “Forgive us as we forgive,” may have been influenced by St Augustine’s remark that some omit the prayer as an excuse for not being obliged to forgive because, according to their distorted reasoning, what you don’t say you don’t have to do! In none of our relationships, with God or with our sisters and brothers, do we just amble mindlessly or painlessly into peace. A non-violent life is something to which we would all give notional assent, especially on the global scale. To “seek and pursue” peace (Prol RB 17) in the smaller worlds of our own hearts, in our families and communities, tests our human and Christian integrity and resolve. 
