
REALLY GOOD, REALLY TRUE
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TEXT: Luke 24:41 “They still couldn’t believe what they were seeing.  It was too much; it seemed to be
too good to be true.”  (The Message translation)  
PURPOSE: To invite our ever-deepening trust in the extraordinary good news of Jesus’ resurrection, trust
that is revealed in the ways that trusting resurrection changes us.  
______________________________________________________________________________

What do we mean when we say something is “too good to be true”?  Sometimes
we mean, this information is obviously a scam.  If an email from Mrs. Bernice Pettingail
from Mali shows up in your inbox, addressed to ‘dearest one,’ and stating that her
recently deceased husband wants you to receive a portion of his incredible wealth, well,
we know that’s too good to be true.  Conversely, if we get a robocall from a voice
sounding both stern and anxious saying that our social security number has been hacked,
we know right off that’s too bad to be true.  My point is, frequently, if we judge
something to be ‘too good to be true,’ we mean that it can’t be true, no matter how much
we’d like it to be true.  

But what if that which we think it too good to be true actually is true?  The rollout
of vaccinations against covid-19 is a reasonable illustration.  Back at the beginning of the
pandemic, we heard that effective vaccines usually take as long as two years to develop. 
But in about nine months, the FDA approved a bunch of vaccines manufactured by a
number of different companies for emergency use.   Yes, there have been some unsettling
side effects showing up from a few of the vaccines.  Nonetheless, the fact that the world
has a variety of vaccine options already being distributed seems too good to be true – and
yet, it is true.  

The resurrection of Jesus from the dead certainly seemed too good to be true as far
as his closest comrades were concerned.  The New Revised Standard translation reads
that, when the risen Christ came and stood among them, “they were startled and
frightened.”  Then, after Jesus showed them the nail marks in his hands and his feet, that
translation says that “While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he
said to them, ‘Have you anything here to eat?’”  Eugene Peterson’s rendering of the Bible,
titled The Message, translates that verse this way: “They still couldn’t believe what they
were seeing.  It was too much; it seemed too good to be true.”  I should say so.  Wouldn’t
we find Jesus’ totally and physically alive presence among us as too good to be true?  

Here’s their story, which certainly could be our story.  First, a few women went to
the tomb were the body of Jesus had been laid.  There, they encountered two men wearing
dazzling clothes who told them that Jesus had been raised.  But when they told this to
Jesus’ other friends, the news seemed to them to be an “idle tale, and they did not believe
them.”   (Luke 24:1-11)  Luke wrote that Peter did go to the tomb after hearing the news,
but all he found was the discarded burial cloths.  Later that day, two of Jesus’ followers
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were walking home when the risen Christ joined them on their journey.  Luke wrote that
they didn’t recognize their traveling companion until they welcomed him into their home,
and he took bread, blessed it, broke it, and gave it to them.  (Luke 24:13-33)  Eager to
share this great good news, this really good, really true news, those disciples turned
around and went likity-split back to Jerusalem to tell Jesus’ other friends what they had
experienced.  But that group already were celebrating that Jesus indeed had been raised,
based, apparently, on Peter’s encounter with him – an encounter, strangely, which Luke
did not include in his gospel.  (Luke 24:34) 

So there was news, really good news, but, except for the two disciples with whom
Jesus had walked, and Peter, the disciples gathered in that community had not had a direct
encounter with the risen Christ.  I find it fascinating that when he actually did come and
stand among them, they didn’t accept the reality of resurrection, even though trusted
eyewitnesses had already told them.  There was, I suppose, a huge difference between
believing what they’d heard and actually experiencing that which they were celebrating. 
But then, if somehow, Jesus showed up when we were gathered together, wouldn’t our
reaction be similar, even though we’ve heard, Easter after Easter,  the testimony of
witnesses that he was raised?  The Holy Spirit assures us of the continued presence of the
risen Christ in the Church which bears his name and shares his life.  And when we break
the bread and bless the cup, we acknowledge that he is with us, the true host of the meal. 
But these experiences are not Jesus present in the flesh, not Jesus inviting us to see the
marks of his suffering on the cross, not Jesus eating a piece of broiled fish or chowing
down on a takeout turkey dinner.  

This past week, a friend emailed me with what I guess is called a “meme”
depicting the disciples gathered in a zoom video conference.  All the disciples are visible. 
The zoom box for Jesus just has his name.  Good old Thomas says, “Unless he turns on
his camera, I will not believe it.”  We’re with you, Thomas.  This past year, we’ve seen
too many ‘in name only’ participants in zoom meetings whose real presence is doubtful.  

So how do we muster the confidence that those first friends of Jesus came to? 
How do we transition from hearing news that we think is ‘too good to be true’ to being
totally convinced that his resurrection is really good and really true?  Answer: the same
way those first friends were convinced.  In his commentary on the Gospel of Luke, Alan
Culpepper writes that “The experience of the individual believer and the community of
believers is still the foundation of faith.”1  In other words, our faith that Christ is risen is

1Culpepper, R. Alan, The Gospel of Luke in The New Interpreter’s Bible; Vol 9.  Nashville, Abingdon Press,
1995.  P. 490.
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not founded on assenting to doctrine or creed, but on our shared experience as a gathered
community.  Here’s where it gets interesting.  As far as I know, the risen Christ has not
paid a flesh-and-blood visit to any community of his followers since the visits he hihad
with his friends in the days between his resurrection and his ascent into heaven.  But that
doesn’t mean we haven’t experienced his risen presence.  Culpepper goes on to say that
“the uniqueness of the Easter message is that it changes the lives of those touched by it.” 
The truth is, the Church, also known as the Body of Christ, is where we experience the
risen Christ.  The truth is, we are, by the grace of God, the only available evidence that
Christ is risen.  The really true thing is that the changed lives of people who are trying to
follow him is all that God thinks is needed for the world to be convinced that Jesus’
victory over sin and death is news that’s really good and really true.  

Right now, the community of believers that is the South Newbury Union Church is having
an experience of resurrection reality, an experience, recalling Professor Culpepper, which
is foundational for our faith.  Our experience is more subtle than the encounters Jesus’
friends had with his resurrected presence.  But that’s the nature of resurrection reality for
us.  It doesn’t bowl us over.  It isn’t immediately obvious.  It shows up when we’re not
expecting it.  But decide for yourself if the experience I’m about to share is really good
and really true and really a resurrection reality. 

Four years ago, the people of the South Newbury Union Church embraced a vision
of this church becoming a center for healthy community life.  To realize that vision, we
launched an ambitious capital campaign which, on its first go-round, didn’t even raise
enough money to renovate our church building.  We got a beautiful church, but we also
got a frightening debt.  Following the near-completion of work on our church building,
the campaign went dormant.  We were tired.  We were unsure how to keep going.  And
we were rightly anxious about the debt.  One good thing started to happen: lots of groups
and organizations accepted our invitation to use our space for their programs.  This was
hard evidence that we could be a center for healthy community life, just as we had
envisioned.  

Encouraged by that increased use of our facilities, we were starting to get
organized for a restart of the campaign with a focus on renovating the Friendship House
so that it would better serve the community.  But then the pandemic hit.  
The campaign and even the vision went dormant again.  With no one meeting in person
anywhere, the need for a physical space disappeared.  Besides, it was all we could do to
maintain our core ministries of worship and education and connecting with our members.  

Last winter, we started again to plan a restart of the campaign, but the effort
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struggled to gain momentum.  We were very much in a “Holy Saturday” place – the place
Jesus’ friends lived in on that Saturday between Good Friday and Easter Sunday.  I speak
for myself here: I encouraged the effort to restart the campaign, but I honestly had nothing
more than a sliver of hope that we could mount even a minimally successful campaign. 
The vision of a vital congregation with a robust presence in Newbury was looking, at least
to me, like it might be too good to be true.  

But suddenly, unexpectedly, everything changed.  First of all, we received an
extraordinary gift which allowed us to pay off our line of credit and have funds available
to begin work on the Friendship House.  This gift came through a church member, but it
was from a relative of that member who we couldn’t even thank because she is dead.  The
gift brought us more than cash; it also brought us fresh energy and renewed confidence. 
The Campaign Committee moved into developing a course of action.  People were
recruited for a Building Committee which dug into the construction issues quickly and
wisely.  But before we could really revel in our fresh momentum, the Building Committee
ran into some frustrating construction issues which had us wondering whether we could
afford to do what we wanted to do.  For a week or two, those problems were taking the
wind back out of our sails.  Then, just this past week, the Building Committee started
imagining a plan, which is very preliminary at this time, but which would allow us to
expand the building with much less up-front costs.  So now, once again, our enthusiasm is
rebuilding. 

The reason I’m sharing this story is that I now understand it to be a demonstration
of resurrection which we are experiencing right now.  It’s an experience of resurrection
because this rekindling of our vision has not been our doing.  It is pure gift, as was the
resurrection of Jesus.   As the Psalm appointed for Easter announces, “this is the Lord’s
doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.” (Psalm 118:23)

There’s one more piece of this, and it is a crucial piece.  Remember, “the
uniqueness of the Easter message is that it changes the lives of those touched by it.” 
Remember: God thinks that the only evidence the world needs to be convinced that Jesus
Christ has conquered sin and death is the church which bears his name, and shares his
life, and shows, by the way we live our life together the reality of resurrection.  That’s
God’s gift and our job description.  It’s not about money and buildings.  It’s about faith
grounded in experience.  The really good, really true Easter message has touched us, is
changing us.  May we be worthy of the astounding blessings God is pouring out upon us
for the sake of the mission God has given us. 
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Here’s the meme.  


