To Those Who Are Slow To Believe

& sermon preached by the Revd. Theodore S. Atkinson at the Oxford Presbyterian Church on Easter
Sunday , March 20, 1986. Scripture Lessons: Exodus 15:1-1 1, 1 Corinthians 15:20-26 ; Luke
24:13-33.

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.

Our Gospel lesson opens on twao disciples. It's Sunday afternoon in the
springtime of the year. They're walking home. They've just heard some
wonderful news. That very morning they've heard the Gospel preached to
them by some women. These women said they'd been to the tomb of Jesus
and found it empty. The women claimed that angels had appeared to them

Mthem Christ had erisen. Other disciples had gone to the tomb and
verified that it wes really empty. This is tremendous news. Christ is
risen. The tomb is empty. Yet our two disciples are walking home sad.
They're hopeless. They're confused and troubled about this news. They
don't know what to make of it

Fhese wa aisciples represent & iarge number i Christiens
feday. We have the most wonderful news that was ever heard. We've
heard the Gospel. Christ is risen. Christ is reigning. Christ is King of
kKings and Lord of lords. Death has

been conquered. Think of that if you've
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ever stond-befere & gaping grave! Our sins are forgiven. Think of that if
yow've ever really felt your sins weighing on you like & heavy knapsack.
God loves sinners, he doesn't hate them. Think of thatl It really is the
most wanderful news in the world and yet, so often, we go home from the
waorship service unmoved. Our faces are downcast. We look hopeless.

Naw campare 1His Wity samelhing ke huniing ar Fishing ar
gaing ta & rack concert. Where | used to live in central Pennsylvania,
deer hunting is a big sport. School is cancelled an the first Monday of deer

hunting season. The steel mill is shut down. People are eager to get out




there. You rise early in the marning aefter having worked heard o]l week.
You go out into the cald and show and demp and sit and stand and listen and
wetch. It's great fun for the deer hunter. You stand out there in the catd
for hours onend.  What excitement. There's enthusiasm. And ['ve listened
te those hunters as they walk home. Theyre talking about the
eight-pointer that got awey. Despite the cold snd wet and snow it was
worth it all just to get a shot at & deer. They're enthusiastic sbout
hunting even when they came home ernpty handed. They'll be out there in
the woods early the next marning until they get their deer. They'l teke off
from wark. They're zealous. Their heart is inta hunting. They really enjoy
it. They're nat walking home downcast,

Neaw' compsre ihis wilh sa ETY Laristiens &1 & warshi

_Service We don't have tostand for hours-in-the cold and_snow—We-have &

besutiful sanctusry. We have heart thrilting music from organ and choir.
we have padded seats in the pews. We're surrounded with besuty. But too
aften we give people the impression that we Preshyterisn Christisns are
60 or angry or sick a ot of the time. | once heard shaut & men wha could
tell what denomination & person was just by locking &t them. He was
leading @ song service and afterwards he pointed to one man and said,
“Your & Methodist aren't you" The smazed man said, "Yes! How did you
know?" "By the way you sang thase hymns with such qusta.” He pointed tao
anather and said, "You're a Baptist aren't gau?" "You're rightl”, he replied.
"How could you tell?” "By the way you clapped your hands vwhen you sang.”
He pointed to & third and said, "You're & Mennonite." “How could you ten,”
the woman asked. "I could tell by your beaming smile." He pointed to &
fourth person and said, "You're g Fresbyterian aren't you.” The man

respanded, “I'm sorry. You're wrong. 1've just been feeling very sick all
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day." So often we Presbyterians give the impression that Christisnity is s
tremendously sobre and sed thing thet we prectice aut of duty or tradition
or fear.

Haw Go you epprescd Sunasy 6ne ibe LFesciing af ihe Good
News thet Christ is risen? Do you get up on Sunday morning sfter
working hard sll week and say, "This is the day the Lord has made | will
rejoice and be glad in it." Do we come to worship with joy in our hearts to
hear the Gospel preached? | ance hesrd stout a bearming Scottish girl who
was seen Lo be smiling an Sunday marning. Someone ssked her, "why in the
warld are you smiling on Sunday morning?" She answered, "Because I'm
going to the Kirk to see my Saviour.”

And whet ehoul curing the service? Do we cornplain about the
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—_service coming_to_sh_end_so -quickly?. Do-we -listen- intently~and- sing-—— - T .
joyfully? Do we go home from the service talking about what happend and
what the pastor said in the sermon? Do we say, "Did nat our hearts burn
within us as he opened the Scriptures to us? Ah, wasn't that sermon too
short Oh, if he could have gone on for anather hour?”

Listen la Christions &5 they welk fame on Sunasy ariernaon.
Do they give ke iImpressian lhei ey ve Just came from &l
RUGIENHCE WIlh he King af heaven? Severs] years ago the Queen
Mother of Englend visited Csnads end ceme to the little village of
Niagera-an-the-Lake not far from where my church wes. She worshipped
their in the little Anglican church. Sa many people wanted to be there to
see the Queen Mother that tickets were handed out to the parishioners to
assure them of @ seat. Everybody in tawn wanted o seen the Queen Mather.
But do you realise we have soreone far greater than the Queen Mother with

us every sunday? We have the King of kings. He's here this marning. He's




olive and present in the preaching ond singing of the word, in the bresking
of the bread, and in the lives of each one of you who are members of his
hody.

Naw Jeak &l these iwa gisciples weiking fhome an Sundey
eliarnaay o Emmeus Lamealhing heppens lo ihem Lelween the
lime Ihey steried their jauinay 660 the time ihey ended 7t They
begin by being sad but &t the end of the story everything has changed.
They're happy. They turn arcund snd hurry all the way back to Jerusalem to
tell their friends the most wonderful news in the world, "Christ is risen
and he hes appeared to us.” ‘What caused this dramstic change? They've
had & change of heart. They had been slow af heart ta believe but now they
say, "Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked tg us on the road,

yehite he opened _touug_the_ scriptures.” in Lt:e__b;gﬁjgjngAo_fgthe_.bcead,_theej,“_
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recognize the presence of Christ.

The s&me hing hes beppened in eVery gresl! revivel af
Lhristienily. 1t has sterted as 8 result of g change of heart that takes
place within the warshippers. Feaple's hesrts became strangely warmed.
They beqin to recognize that Christ is reslly present. | think of the grest
Methadist leader, John Wesley. He went through & time in his 1ife when he
didn't 7ee/ what he was presching. His heart felt cold and dry. He thought
about giving up presching. He went ta & trusted friend for advice. His
friend told hirn, "Don't stop presching just because you don't feel anything.
Keep preaching until you oz feel it in your heart.” Wesley followed that
mar's advice. One evening he went to a Bible study and hesrd someohe

reading & commentary on the Book of Galatians by Martin Luther. Eibmigt—

Catrmaibory?=But hs he listened he felt his heart strangely warmed. He




was never the same since. ‘Wesley went on to become one of the most
influential reformers of the 18th century. Through his preaching warking
clase men and warmen wha had never entered the stuffy churches of their
day were converted to Christ. The infarmous gin mills were closed down.
Men asnd women converted to the Lordship of the Risen Christ went on ta
refarm ell of saciety. The slave trade was ended. Child welfare laws
vere enacted. Some scholars ssy that England was spared & bloody
revolutionary largely because of the impact of men asnd wamen like John
Wesley who experienced & change of hesrt because they had come to
believe in their hearts as well as in their heads that Christ is alive and is
Lord.

It still_hapgens todsy. | remember & young mother who called me one
-Maonday-morning- years--ago— -She- said something -hard: to—exmlsin had =
heppened to her. She was reciting the Apostles' Creed when it suddeniy
occured to her, "This is truel | believe it! This is wonderfull Christ is
alivel Christ is here. Hallelujsh!" The whole service came alive for her.
The Creed, the Confession of Sin, the hyrring, everything becarne an offering
up of herself in warship ta Christ. This woman went on to initiate & small
group Bible study. She was iﬁstrumental in beginning a ministry for small
children. She became the chairperson of the evangelism commitiee of the
session. She began the Bell Tower Society in the church ta raise tmoney to
repair our aging church. ‘what happened to her? She had s chenge of heart.
In the service af the Word snd Sacrament she recagnized the Risen Christ.

tne af the grest needs of the Fraesthylerian Church /s & chenge
al hear?. Too often in our churches we're on the wrong side of Easter,
We're like those two disciples walking horne to Emmaus. We've got great

thealogy. ‘We make tremendous social pronouncernents. we've got s




dignified and worshipful liturgy. e have talented and beautiful sounding
choirs. But so often we come with hearts slow to believe and eyes that
are holden that we should not know Christ. How we would worship, with
what joy and eagerness and abandon the sacrifice of praise would rise to
God if all of us this morning knew ourselves to be sons and daughers of the
Resurrection.

ful haw cen HIs heppen? Sometimes people say that they've
stopped coming to church because it just doesn't mean much to them. They
don't get much from the serwces@ Tl}gdeoni Afeel!'hangtmgg 50 theg stop
coming. Don't stop going to church.” It's here in the worship service where
the Word of God is preached and the sacraments are celebrated that yau
are most likely to experience that change of heart and have your eyes
opened to see that Christ is alive and present. |f you hearts are slow and

sad and downcast don't stop coming. Keep commg untll your hearts are
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changed and your eyes are opened” In & few minutes the choirs will sing, ("“ ‘.“)
u‘*j w._,_)

"Have you seen my Lord.” Let the answer of our hearts be, "Yesl Thank
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God, we #&ve seen the Lord! We've heard him speak to our hearts.” And if °F ™" ‘;J

you can really say that from the bottom of your hearts the Haly Spirit will che K

becan

F A (e -

d‘uw\
o Mo bay

give you the same kind of energy that he gave those two disciples to prosnacd @ -
P

proclaim the good news in word and deed.

Lo! Jesus meets us/
Risen from the to b
Lovingly He greets us,
Scatters fear an gloom.
Let His church with gladness




