
Easter 2A — April 27, 2014 — Preaching in the Biocommons


Acts 2:14a, 22-32
This is Peter’s Pentecost sermon.  As in his sermon for Easter Sunday, the focus here is the unjust execution of Jesus as a righteous man; and the nullification of the evil done by his executioners through his vindication by God in raising Jesus from the dead.  Jesus death is totally unmerited; it came about only as the result of human sin and evil acts.

Note that the events of Jesus death and resurrection (and presumably, his whole incarnation and ministry) were the result of the “definite plan and foreknowledge of God.” (vs. 23)  There are resonances here with the claims of the deutero-Pauline letters (e.g., Ephesians 1) and with 1 Peter (1:20, for Easter 3A) that God had a cosmic plan for salvation.

Third, note how God’s power is thoroughly engaged both in Jesus’ deeds of power and signs during his life before execution; and now again in being raised from the dead.  God’s power, Spirit, is the power manifest both in daily deeds; and in miracles that seem to exceed what’s possible for the daily round of human life.

Acts has Peter using the figure of King David and a well-known psalm text associated with David (today’s Psalm 16) to interpret and legitimate the claims of Jesus resurrection.  The text suggests that salvation is a rescue from death to life.  It seems to apply to David; but since he’s dead, we see now that the promise really applies to Christ.  Of course, the NT witness generally goes on to claim that since it applies to Christ, the promise of salvation from death applies to believers as well.  This is the core of the Christian kerygma, which, in turn, transforms the spiritual hope and ethical engagement of those who believe the proclamation of Jesus Christ crucified and risen from the dead.

Biocommons Comments: Given that these events are unfolding through the power of the creator God (see Acts 17, Easter 6A); and that God’s power follows an age-old plan that has been well-attested in the history of Israel and by its prophets, it is not implausible to suggest that the Spirit of God is working through the fundamental patterning of Creation.  Though this text does not have to do directly with the ecological concerns entailed in our “Care for Creation” movement, the adaptability cycle, specifically in the omega-alpha phase transition, can be used to interpret the claims made here.  Much of what goes on in Acts illustrates a concerted effort by Luke to adapt Israelite sacred and cultural traditions to both a new emergent event (Jesus, his death and resurrection) and to a new cultural context (Gentiles in the Roman empire outside of Palestine).   Jesus is an “omega agent” and an “alpha-agent” precipitating that sort of transformation at one scale of social-ecological expression.  Peter and the other Apostles imitate that omega-alpha agency at another scale, precipitating similar transitions in other contexts, so their auditors come to faith by going through their own death and resurrection (omega-alpha) experience.  Not coincidentally, scripture records that three thousand persons underwent a conversion experience shortly after Peter finished his sermon (Acts 2:41).  The omega phase unlocks great power for reorganization of social-ecological systems as they adapt to changes in underlying conditions.
1 Peter 1:3-9

1 Peter provides epistle lections for Easter 2A-7A.  1 Peter is such a rich treasure lode of texts and symbols shaping Christian tradition that it will be nearly impossible to touch on all the things that deserve to be said about these texts.  If you wish to explore 1 Peter for yourself in detail, please get this superb commentary:  John H. Elliott.  I Peter: A New Translation With Introduction and Commentary.  [Anchor Bible 37B.]  Doubleday, 2000.  Elliott, by the way, is an ELCA Lutheran, now retired from university teaching.

The preaching commentary I’ve been using, Texts for Preaching by Walter Brueggemann and some of his colleagues, relies quite a bit on Elliott’s scholarship to shape their interpretations of these texts.  Here’s a good introduction to the lection from TFP:

In the Gospel reading for this week, the risen Jesus responds to the confession of Thomas (“My Lord and my God!”) with the words, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe” (John 20:29). That blessing appears to prompt the selection of this passage from 1 Peter, in which the author says that the “exiles,” his audience, love and believe in Jesus Christ although they have not seen him (v. 8). Both texts acknowledge the difference between the experience of those who came into contact with Jesus during his ministry and those whose faith comes as a response to proclamation about Jesus. Thomas has the opportunity to examine the risen Jesus, an opportunity not offered to later believers. (The importance of this difference should not be exaggerated, of course, since clearly many of Jesus’ contemporaries both saw and chose not to believe.)   If the readings from John and from Acts address the christological implications of the resurrection, this reading approaches it largely in anthropological terms. What is at stake here is not what the resurrection implies about Jesus, but what it accomplishes for human be- ings: a new birth, an inheritance, and salvation.

As 1 Peter develops, Christological material comes front and center, for it is the foundation of anthropological considerations.  It’s important to note the audience to which 1 Peter is likely address: people in Asia Minor, living in a state of exile or living as resident aliens.  As such, they would have been marginalized in multiple ways.  They would not have been well accepted into the local societies and not too competent in cultural conditions.  They probably were largely landless, migrant workers or maybe living in serf-like conditions on large estates; or day laborers in civic communities.  They probably had no status as citizens in the Roman empire, and little in the way of civil rights.  They probably were also suffering some sort of harassment — not likely any sort of official persecution or judicial prosecution — that would have put them under constant distress because of prejudice, discrimination, abusive language, and exclusion from opportunities to express their gifts and actualize their potential.  Given these circumstances, it becomes clear why the Gospel promise of a new birth, new identity, new community, and opportunity for profound spiritual development become so attractive — and an adaptive advantage.

What they are offered is a new birth into a living hope (vs. 3).  What does “living” mean in the original context?  Probably both the hope of trans-mortal glory (see vss. 7-8; and passim throughout the letter) and the hope that they would actually have a life worth living on this earth in context of their affiliation with church community as a new spiritual family.  In light of this living hope, the endurance of unmerited suffering becomes feasible; one can be sustained with the hope of redemption even amidst ongoing harassment and distress.  Salvation, then, is healing and fulfillment for every aspect of human existence (verse 9: “souls” = psyche, which signifies the totality of a human life), both in this life and the next.

Biocommons Comments: This letter was probably written by a cabal of omega-alpha agents living in Rome.  1 Pt. 5:12-14 names Silvanus and Mark as close associates of Peter, as co-workers who’ve brought this epistle to churches in Asia Minor.  “Babylon” in v. 13 is almost certainly Rome.  Peter is in touch with congregations he’s either helped establish or visited.  He and his colleagues are writing to energize the omega-alpha transition among the brothers and sisters who comprise these churches, and sustain their “living hope.”

What is the living hope for us as we face the crisis of the earth?  For me, most immediately, is that the gospel must have to do with our hope of keeping the earth as a living entity — Gaia — a system of living systems all having their own value for themselves and for God, a value which in its sheer vitality and exuberance gives rise to rejoicing with indescribable and delirious joy throughout the world (mixed, too, with much misery).  For me to consider the gospel a word of living hope, it must help me see how the tradition, teaching, proclamation, and worship of the church can contribute decisively to sustaining the life of the whole world as an act of honor and loyalty to God.

For me, the application of resilience thinking and the adaptive cycle to the death-to-life patterning of the biblical witness is an important element in that hope.  If my trust is simply in the ambiguous talking and half-hearted good works of the church, then my prospects are dim.  But if I can trust that the patterns of living, dying, recycling, renewal, adaptation, and flourishing we know from ecological science are coherent with, or an plausible analog to, the judgment-salvation / death-resurrection patterns we know from Bible and church — then, it seems to me, the whole Creation as well as its Creator are on our side.  So, I can have a living hope — not a dead hope of pie in the sky by and by.

Hermeneutical comment re: Preaching in the Biocommons: Note 1 Pt. 1:10-12.  In this brief lection, not included in our readings, we see the apostle taking the Judean tradition of prophesy on a new exegetical adventure.  It seems highly unlikely that the prophets of the OT ever understood their work in this way.  Yet Peter is quite happy to seize this tradition and use it for purposes far afield from the actual intent probably held by OT authors.  Happily, this intentional re-framing of scripture to serve the spiritual needs of an emergent situation made it into our own canon of scripture.  Does this authorize us to make similar moves as we interpret and re-frame our own foundational texts?  I think so; and there is no law or set of exegetical rules that tells us exactly to what extent we may do so.  Given the precedents we have; and the nature of the current situation, how do we re-interpret biblical texts to help us create a living hope and a sustainable world?  I believe that using resilience thinking and the adaptive cycle in biblical interpretation are part of the adaptation we need as we seek to guide church practice for this century.

John 20:19-31

This is Jesus’ second resurrection appearance in John and the first to the whole group of disciples.  He comes through walls and locked doors; the disciples are locked up in fear.  Jesus speaks a word that is both blessing and forgiveness: Peace be with you. Joy ensues.

Again, he bestows a blessing of peace.  This time it is accompanied by vocation (I send you, an apostolic commission) and empowerment for mission (receive the Holy Spirit).  This vocation and empowerment, Jesus explains, also entails the power to forgive sins.  This is the beginning of the church.

The second part of this lection concerns the matter of doubt.  Thomas has not seen the earlier appearance.  He doubts; and a second appearance alleviates his doubts, turning him to a profound confession: My Lord, My God.  Jesus then bestows a proleptic blessing on those of subsequent generations, who are thereby enabled to overcome fear and doubt, so as to believe, trust, and live vocationally in the power of the Holy Spirit just as this first group of disciples has done.   So to believe is to have life in Jesus’ name.

Biocommons Comments:  Forgiveness is the key to the omega-phase unleashing of the energy pent up in the conservation phase.  Jesus’ implicit forgiveness in his word of peace (v. 19) begins the initial releasing of the disciples from fear, from being locked up in the old regime that is on the verge of passing away in the transformation from omega-phase to alpha (re-organizing) phase.

Jesus reiterated the blessing of peace that bestows an eschatological value (shalom) at the beginning of a new creation.  In short order following upon that manifestation of the telos of human life, we then find a new vocation in a new mission amidst a renewed community.  This is the first manifestation of a reorganized social-ecological system coming to expression in the nascent ekklesia.  They are empowered with the Holy Spirit to carry out their new vocation, to construct their new identity, to grow and build their new community.  It’s interesting to note that this new community spreads on a network model, decentralized, diverse, and variable, as it follows trade and transportation routes in the Roman empire.  These values — diverse, decentralized, variability, redundancy — lead to significant resilience as the new community moves from the alpha phase of reorganization into the R-phase, rapid growth.

The Word of God, Jesus Christ crucified and risen, is the pattern of creation and its fulfillment.  Jesus incarnate, as an individual life process, makes manifest the underlying dynamics of creation, its renewal, and its fulfillment.  The Holy Spirit is the divine life-energy that drives the manifestation and emergence of creation’s evolutionary transfor-mation toward its telos of divine glory.  Human beings’ participation in the Word of God and the power of the Holy Spirit is already eternal life: increasingly conscious participation in the creative and adaptive patterning of creation and its fulfillment according to the age-old divine plan.

It’s interesting that the first particular spiritual gift and vocational task given to those who now have the apostolic vocation is the forgiveness (or retention) of sins.  Forgiveness of sins is the spiritual key that unlocks people from a fearful holding-on to the old order that is passing away as creation evolves and social-ecological systems adapt.  Forgiveness unleashes, releases, bound-up spiritual energy that then is recycled into faith, witness, service, and worship.

Final observation.  It’s pertinent to note here that the last lection from John in the Easter season this year (Easter 7A, Jn.17:1-11, part of the “High Priestly Prayer”), contains a verse (5) about the glory that Jesus has from God while in God’s presence “before the world existed.”  The commentary I read on John connects this verse with the figure of Woman Wisdom present at the creation with God in Proverbs 8:22-31.  This same hermeneutic is applied to the Prologue from John, likewise held to be an allusion to the creation story with Woman Wisdom in Proverbs 8.  This wisdom connection in John’s gospel leads me to wonder if there might be a connection between Jesus’ blessing of peace in this lection and the following passages Proverbs 3:13-18 —

Happy are those who find wisdom,
and those who get understanding,
for her income is better than silver,
and her revenue better than gold.
She is more precious than jewels,
and nothing you desire can compare with her.
Long life is in her right hand;
in her left hand are riches and honor.
Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
and all her paths are peace.
She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her;
those who hold her fast are called happy.
Is Thomas holding fast to the tree of life as he tries to deal with his doubts?  Both the symbol of the tree (cross) and the blessing of peace associated with Jesus would make those familiar with Wisdom traditions think of key loci like Proverbs 3 and 8.  As we try to adapt biblical interpretation to creation, ecological health, and the human vocation to care for creation, it would seem like a good idea to explore the connections between the NT witness to Jesus and the OT creation traditions of Woman Wisdom.
The Rev. Brian E. Brandt, Ph.D.  Portland, OR
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