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According to the cover on today’s bulletin this is the 16th Sunday of Ordinary Time. It doesn’t feel ordinary to me. I’m in the pulpit and not settled into my pew over in that area of the sanctuary. There’s a new pastor sitting behind me for whom it’s not an ordinary Sunday either as he embarks on a new stage in his ministry here at Westminster. A very welcome to you Steve, we’re pleased that you are here. And it’s not an ordinary Sunday for Emmanuel Ottoson as we affirm our love and support for him through baptism.

What is this Ordinary Time? and why is it the 16th Sunday? I don’t remember us marking the first fifteen. We didn’t light any candles like we do in Advent; we don’t sing seasonal hymns or put on pageants – probably because in our common lectionary the church year has 34 Ordinary Sundays nestled between the seasons of Lent/Easter and Advent/Christmas.

Tim, I’m afraid you’ve set in motion an unstoppable trend when you decided to preach on the good questions related to the faith we profess. We may never again recognize a sermon title unless it has a question mark at the end. Exploring the questions that may arise along our faith journeys in the context of worship has indeed been thought provoking, but just what are we as Christians supposed to do with a Sunday of Ordinary Time in the middle of July?

[organ interruption]

[“Summertime and the living is easy. Fish are jumping and the cotton is high.”]

Thank you Dr. Jenkins. Chilling out on a hot Sunday is certainly a very attractive option. Questions can be unsettling. Perhaps it would be good to take a break from those explorations of faith that may lead to a discomfort about how firm the foundation of our faith really is. After all there are more than a handful of people who believe that everything has been clearly stated in an infallible bible. They drive cars with bumper stickers that assert some variation of “The Bible says it. I believe it.” You can fill in the topic. 

If the historic expressions of our faith have any value in today’s world, certainly it lies in the formulations that have been carefully crafted over the centuries that seek to express a consensus of what matters in our faith and how it’s manifested in the world. Even if some of the language of our creeds, or constitutional documents seems archaic, we do recognize that our ancestors in the faith did the best they could in expressing confusing, upsetting and challenging mysteries of how God interacts with us in finite time. Why can’t we just accept what the church has taught us and keep that story going?

Well, the short answer is: the world changes, our understanding of the world changes, our language changes, and quite frankly to do so would be unbiblical. I know, we’d like to think it was all settled long ago, but it doesn’t take a careful reading of scripture to notice that the people of God often did not understand what God intended for them and the world that God created in love. They just didn’t get it. We can’t stop asking questions and delving deeply into the biblical record, or for that matter the historical formulations of doctrine and polity because as Peter Marty observed:

When the focus is on absolute certainty in knowing the mind of God, the journey of faith becomes impoverished. All that is incomprehensible and all the unanswerable questions have to be ignored or shortchanged. The wonder and glories of mystery get shelved. God begins to be more domesticated than our favorite pet. (“Betting on a Generous God” by Rob Bell, book review by Peter W. Marty, Christian Century, May 17, 2011, page 22)

It would appear as though asking questions and refining our answers is what we are supposed to do in Ordinary Time as today we seek to add our lives to the ongoing story. Today’s scripture readings regarding three of the post-resurrection texts illustrate how biblical and how transformative this questioning approach is. 

Our gospel readings from John and Luke report three of the post-resurrection accounts. Let’s start with that last appearance when seven of the followers, back in Galilee decide to resume their former profession as fishermen. All through the night their nets are empty and we have this wonderful story of the unrecognized Jesus poking at a charcoal fire and grilling up some fish for breakfast. (Jesus doesn’t seem to have any problem coming up with fish when people are hungry on the shores of the Sea of Galilee.)

He yells out to the apostles the equivalent of “Aren’t biting, are they?” “Haven’t caught a thing” they yell back. “Throw your nets on the other side of the boat.” They do and the nets are filled to the near breaking point with 153 fish. [Why 153? A lot have commentators have tried to explain the number, but the explanation that works the best for me came from a Rabbinical scholar of the New Testament who suggested that that was the numbers of tribes (peoples) of the earth whom the ancient Jews recognized – 153 was an editorial reminder that the apostles had been called to be fishers of men.] Anyhow, with the filling of the net the disciple identified only as the one whom Jesus loved recognized and announced that the chap manning the barbie was Jesus. The always impetuous Peter swims to shore while the rest being more practical bring the catch to shore.

On the beach the dialogue focuses on Peter, the disciple who days earlier had the opportunity before another charcoal fire in the courtyard of the High Priest to respond to three questions about his relationship to Jesus at the very time he was being questioned and tried – that Peter who managed to betray Jesus without ever saying a word against him: twice he denied being one of the disciples and once that he was in the garden when Jesus was arrested. Betrayal of another sometimes happens by denying the reality of your own life – a truly sobering thought. Now a short time later it’s Jesus’ turn to ask Peter a question: three times on the beach Jesus asks “Do you love me?” Three times Peter answers: “Yes, Lord …” growing more exasperated with each repetition. And Jesus responds to Peter: “Feed my lambs… Tend my sheep… Feed my sheep.” 

Do you love me? If so, love and care for my people. This is what Jesus is all about – what the gospel is all about. Nothing more, nothing less. Love God and love your neighbor. With this foundation and filter for everything that is to come it becomes possible to undertake the hardest and most transformative part of dealing with a Messiah that expects us to carry the story forward.

Returning to that first Easter day Jesus catches up to and joins two followers returning from Jerusalem to their home in Emmaus. 

They had been followers of Jesus and thought of  him as “a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people.” In full expectation that the Messianic reign was about to begin they had looked at all that Jesus had done as mere preparation for the destruction of Israel’s enemies and his eventual reign in glory and majesty over the kingdoms of the earth. In perhaps some of the most ironic sentences in the New Testament, a heartbroken and disappointed Cleopas tells the unrecognized Jesus that “Moreover, some women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him.” 

They had been following this man, but didn’t have the ability to recognize the risen Lord. Did their messianic expectations make it impossible to see what was right before their eyes? Was a crucified redeemer of Israel impossible for them to comprehend because their personal expectations had blinded them to all that the prophets had declared about the Messiah? It’s this human tendency to read scripture through our own preconceived religious and cultural conclusions that’s behind many of our ecclesiastical conflicts and tendency to close down dialogue by asserting that those with whom we disagree have abandoned what to us is the clear teachings of scripture. At Emmaus Jesus simply says: “You got it wrong. You read the scriptures through the wrong filter. Look again through the eyes of God’s love for all those created in God’s image. Respond by loving and serving that God.” Jesus then takes them through the scriptures beginning with Moses and all the prophets. We can safely assume that one of those texts was the Isaiah section we read this morning redefining the Messiah as a servant bringing a new song.

Eventually, with the breaking of bread they recognize Jesus once again, and this time they get it. They had looked deeper into the scriptures and finally began to translate the life of Jesus into their own lives. They return to Jerusalem and tell the other disciples that there is a new story to proclaim a new script to act out. Or, as Brian Blount, President of United Presbyterian Seminary so powerfully proclaims: 

Easter means leaving behind the “why” of Golgotha and marching faithfully forward into the “why not” of Galilee, starting the discipleship life all over again, re-creating Jesus’ transformative ministry, the same ministry that ultimately put him on the cross. Easter means not just reading the Jesus story, but finishing the Jesus story. (“Living the Vision,” Brian K. Blount. Focus, Spring/Summer 2011)

So, questioning and reinterpretation were there from the very beginning of the Jesus movement - when we read the narrations in the Book of Acts we find the earliest followers meeting together studying scripture to find a deeper, more gracious and inclusive meaning. We find them going over again and again all that Jesus had done in their presence and we can assume that as the epistles and gospels were being written the teachings of Jesus that were pivotal to defining their new understandings were included to offer guidance to us who in our time often have to ask the same questions. Who belongs in the community; do outsiders have to become just like us and follow the same cultural and religious rules; what about the place of women, the poor, the homeless, the diseased or unclean; who or what is unclean; how do we deal with those in need;  what if we can’t agree; what about those needing employment?  All of a sudden all those teachings, all those parables, all those deeds of healing and feeding, all the debates with the authorities became their responsibility. If we are called to finish the Jesus story, they also become our responsibility.

While we work at figuring it out in our time, we can never rest upon their conclusions. Everything they thought they knew about God had been turned upside down with a crucified Messiah. Each new controversy or point of conflict in the church also has the potential of turning our certainties upside down, if we are willing to listen to one another. In such times, Christine Chakoian, a Presbyterian pastor in Lake Forest, Illinois, reminds us that sustaining unity is crucial. She writes:

And the early church had to figure out unity. The epistles and Acts report the struggle to put the gospel ahead of their differences: profound discord over the authority of Scripture in the Law, moral issues like marrying non- believers. It wasn’t pretty, and they didn’t always work together. They divided territories – Paul to the Greeks, James to the Jews, Apollos to some, Peter to others. Yet rather than compete against each other, they competed against the idols, emperor worship, philosophies and mystery religions in the Greco-Roman mission field. As they kept faithful to the [essentials, the] esse they honored each other, because the good news of the Gospel was far more essential than their differences. (“Remarkable Times,” by Christine Chakoian, Christian Century, April 4, 2011, page 35.)

Maybe Ordinary Time isn’t very ordinary after all – maybe it means finishing the Jesus story. That’s not an easy task, but when it becomes hard to change our expectations, perspectives, or beliefs because the Spirit is calling us to new insights it’s good to remember that even when the disciples could not recognize Jesus, Jesus did not forget who they were. Jesus called Mary by name, and told his followers to delve deeply into scripture, filter everything through the love of God for all of creation, and follow  Jesus’ example of how to live together in community. Jesus knew Mary’s name. Jesus knows our name, and will continue to call us by name as in our ordinary days we are invited to keep asking the questions that will make it possible for us to keep the Jesus story going.

Thanks be to God. Amen.

Go forth into the world to serve God with gladness; be of good courage; hold fast to that which is good; render to no one evil for evil; strengthen the fainthearted; support the weak; help the afflicted; honor all people; love and serve God, rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit.

The blessing of God Almighty: the Creator, the Redeemer, and the Sanctifier, be with you all. Amen

The peace of Christ be with you!
Prayers of the People - Doug Mitchell
Gracious God, who is our plum line guiding our lives toward your love and justice, you have taught us that love fulfills the law.  May we follow your call to love you with all our heart, all our soul, all our mind, and all our strength, and to love our neighbors as ourselves.  As a part of that love, we bring before you the needs of all people, the cares of the world and of the church.  We give thanks that because we are not strong enough to pray as we should, you provide Christ Jesus and the Holy Spirit to intercede for us in prayer.  In this confidence, we bring you our prayers this morning.  After I say “Lord, in your Mercy” please respond, “Hear our prayer.”

Empower the church throughout the world in its life and witness.  Break down the barriers that divide, so that, united in your truth and love, the church may confess your name, share one baptism, sit together at one table and serve you in common ministries of hospitality, service and justice.  Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Guide the rulers of the nations in all parts of the world, especially in the Middle East and North and East Africa.  Move them to set aside their fear, greed and vain ambition, and seek the good of all their people.  Be with the leaders of the United States as they make crucial decisions about our common life and the life of the world. Inspire them to strive for a realm of peace where justice reigns, where all your children may dwell secure, free of war and injustice.  Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Hear the cries of the world’s hungry and suffering.  Give us, who consume most of the earth’s resources, the will to reorder our lives, that all may have their rightful share of the food, medical care community power and shelter, and so have the necessities of a life of dignity.  Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Restore among us a love of the earth you created for our home.  Help us put an end to ravishing its land, air and waters, and give us respect for all your creatures, that, living in harmony with everything you have made, your whole creation may resound in an anthem of praise to your glorious name.  Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Strengthen our congregation in its work and worship.  Fill our hearts with your self-giving love that our voices may speak your praise, and our lives may conform to the image of your Son. Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Sustain those among us who need your healing touch.  Make the sick whole.  Give hope to the dying.  Comfort those who mourn.  Uphold all who suffer in body mind or spirit, that they may know the peace and joy of your supporting care.  

We hold before you especially this morning… 

We mourn with.  As we remember and celebrate their lives, keep us sure in the knowledge that nothing can separate us from your love.

Lord in your mercy, hear our prayer.

Hear our prayers, God of grace, as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us, Our Father …

“What’s so Ordinary about ‘Ordinary Time’?”   


Isaiah 42: 1-10a


John 20: 11-14; Luke 24: 13-17; John 21: 1-6
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