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“Gone But Not Forgotten”

Luke 24:44-53
May 4, 2008

In John 20 Jesus said, “blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” It occurred to me that many of the things we do at the church are an effort to help us who did not see Jesus, see Jesus. Someone has said the church is the visible presence of Jesus Christ until He returns. The things that we do, especially in worship, are to help us see our Lord and in some small way re-live the Good News in here and then out there in the world. Jesus is gone from this physical world. He is here spiritually in the form of the Holy Spirit.


Let me take a little side trip for a teaching opportunity. As Christians we profess that we believe in one God in three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Not three Gods. Not God and His Son who co-reigns and the Holy Spirit who serves them. One God experienced in three ways. This is a holy mystery which we can’t fully explain. The idea of the Triune God is biblical even though the word “trinity” is not. And so it is appropriate to talk of Jesus as our Lord and God or speak of the Holy Spirit as God in our presence. Two Sundays from now we will celebrate Trinity Sunday and we will take a closer look at this doctrine of the faith. Our Lord and God is present in spirit now but we know that one day He will physically return as the King of kings and the Lord of lords, but in the meantime we have to do our best to live out our faith in Him. He is gone, but not forgotten by any means.

Five weeks ago I began this series of sermons I call “On the Road with Jesus”. Several things prompted me to do this series. I was requested to do a series by our Outreach Committee. As I reviewed the lection readings for April and May I realized they had a linier quality suited to a continuing series. It is vacation season and regardless of the price of gasoline we will be on the road to somewhere. But the most significant reason I decided to do this series was my conviction that you and I are, in one way or another, on the road with Jesus every day. 

Every day we face choices, roads to take, and every day the still small voice of the Holy Spirit of God tries to help us make the right choices. Sometimes we listen, sometimes we don’t. Sometimes, like the disciples on the road to Emmaus we don’t recognize Jesus as He speaks to us, and sometimes His presence just bursts upon us like it did for the disciples in this reading from Luke.

Today’s scripture takes us right back into that narrative of three weeks ago that began on the road to Emmaus and now is placed in a gathering of the disciples as they excitedly talk about that Emmaus encounter. Time wise it is probably the same day as the walk with Jesus. I tried to imagine what it must have been like for those disciples when “Jesus himself stood among them and said to them”, “Hi guys, I’m back!” Well, that isn’t really what He said, that’s the Barney version. But “Peace be with you” is sort of the same.

Scripture says “They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost.”  Think about that for a minute. This week we had a dear friend who died. Bob Harvey went to the home Jesus had prepared for him. On Tuesday we will conduct his funeral and he will be buried in National Cemetery. If on Friday of next week Bob suddenly was standing right there behind you tapping you on the shoulder…. What would you do? As thrilled as we might be to see our friend Bob again, “Startled and frightened” sounds to me like a biblical understatement! Shock would be more like it! The disciples probably scattered like birds at a shotgun blast. The bible doesn’t say so but in my mind’s eye I see Jesus doubled over in laughter. Jesus did laugh you know!

How long do you think it took Jesus to persuade them He wasn’t a ghost? The bible says He ridiculed their doubts, He showed them His hands and feet, He invited them to touch him so that they could feel He wasn’t a ghost. And finally He had them give Him something to eat so they could watch Him eat.

Think about that for a minute. Eating a piece of charcoal roasted fish in front of them finally opened their eyes. Does it remind you of another time? Sure it does! The guys on the Emmaus road didn’t recognize their Lord until they sat down to eat together. What is it about eating together that is so special?

Let me do some guessing! Enemies don’t share a meal together. Well, political enemies might sit down to a meal together, but politics has a way of distorting the truth. You and I wouldn’t invite an enemy to our dinner table, unless we were thinking about poisoning him. Or hopefully trying to make him into a friend. Sharing a meal together has special significance. We share a meal with those who are special to us.

Every Sunday Sheila and I, my two girls, their husbands and our five grandchildren gather around one of the family tables to enjoy a meal together. We talk, we laugh, we plan future times together, we sympathize with each other, we eat, and maybe an hour or two later we all go home and crash. In many ways we are very different people. Our daily lives are running on very different paths. Our homes and family lives are different. Our likes and dislikes are different. But the time together on Sunday is almost a holy time, and when we can’t get together for either lunch or dinner our Sunday is missing something. We all know how blessed we are to be able to get together once a week. It won’t always be this way for us. The meal is the excuse but the focus, the reason, is time together as family.

I think that The Lord’s Supper is much like that. We come from all walks of life and may not see each other again until next Sunday. During the week we will go our separate ways, fight our individual battles, and struggle with our own personal issues. But on Sunday we get together as the family of God called St. Timothy. And we are glad to be here once again, glad to see each other. The once a month Lord’s Supper is our way of expanding our family gathering to embrace the core reason we have this family at all. We are brothers and sisters in Christ because of what this Lord’s Supper reminds us, the broken body and spilt blood of our Lord. And the empty grave on the third day. And the surprise walk with Jesus . And the surprise visit. And the promise He left us with. All of these memories, which are not ours really, are conjured up by the Lord’s Supper. 

Several years ago I did something that I had been putting off for years, I created a photo album that chronicled the early days of our marriage. And I put together photo albums of the childhood of my two daughters and my five grandchildren. As best I could I poured through the hundreds of photos I had saved away, organized them chronologically and put them in their own books.

One of the things my grandchildren love to do is look through those old photographs. They love to see what Sheila and I looked like on our wedding day, all young and slim. They get silly about their own baby pictures. They laugh at the funny faces their mothers made for the camera when they were their age. They get to know their grandparents and parents in a way they could never know otherwise. And I think, they store up for themselves treasures of memories that will in some small way guide them on their life journeys.

That is what the Lord’s Supper is about too. The Lord’s Supper expands our knowledge of our family, reminds us of a very special time and encourages us to carry on the tradition. Through the Lord’s Supper we push back time, joining Jesus and the disciples around the Passover table. In a small way we become a part of the group gathered that day. We gain a memory we could have no other way. But this gathering of disciples called St. Timothy has something no photo album can ever have.

In John 16 Jesus says to His disciples, “It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you.” “He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you.”

In verse 49 of today’s reading Jesus reaffirms this promise when He says, “I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.”  We have with us today the Counselor, the Holy Spirit of God.

Next Sunday we are going to take a close look at that day when the Counselor arrived as promised. It was on the day of Pentecost. We are going to spend time studying about the Holy Spirit. But until then we can be certain of one thing, part of the Counselor’s responsibility with us today is to help us remember the magnificent love of God in the words and work of His Son. Jesus is gone into Heaven. According to I Peter 3 Jesus stands “at God’s right hand – with angels, authorities and powers in submission to Him”. This is the One we worship. He may be physically gone, but He is more here now, more powerful, more able to help us now than when He walked the earth with His disciples. In His natural spirit form He can be anywhere, everywhere, any time, always with us.

What did Jesus tell us last week in the John 14 reading about how to enjoy His presence? All we have to do is join the disciples by listening and obeying Him. 
