Easter 3B. April 14, 2024. Faith Episcopal Church, Poulsbo, WA. Acts
3:12-19. Psalm 4. 1John3:1-7. Luke 24:36b-48. “Power, piety and the
peace of the psalmist”

A Reading from Acts of the Apostles

Acts 3:12-19

2When Peter saw it [that he had healed a lame man], he addressed the
people, “You Israelites, why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare at us,
as though by our own power or piety we had made him walk? *The God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our ancestors
has glorified his servant Jesus, whom you handed over and rejected in the
presence of Pilate, though he had decided to release him. *But you rejected
the Holy and Righteous One and asked to have a murderer given to

you, *and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To
this we are witnesses. '°And by faith in his name, his name itself has made
this man strong, whom you see and know; and the faith that is through Jesus
has given him this perfect health in the presence of all of you.

17 ‘And now, friends, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your
rulers. '*In this way God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the
prophets, that his Messiah would suffer. '"Repent therefore, and turn to God
so that your sins may be wiped out,

The Sermon

The poor guy never could get his knees, ankles and feet to support him. He
always wondered why. He couldn’t work. His only hope for food was to be
where people were feeling a little guilty, a little godly and hopefully a little
generous. He lived on the edge, but most days someone would carry him to
the temple gate and usually enough money would come in from the people
going to pray to keep him alive another day. One man like him stands near
our church corner frequently, with his own bad feet, hoping for the same
thing: guilt and generosity, enough for the day.

When Peter and John — yes, Jesus’ disciples Peter and John — came to pray
one afternoon, the man asked them for money in his usual way.

Peter gave him a long hard look. The man looked back. “I have no money,”
said Peter, “but in the name of Jesus of Nazareth, stand up and walk.” Peter
and John had learned well at the feet of their Master. Peter lifted up the man



with his right hand just as Jesus had once lifted up Peter’s mother-in-law
from her sick bed.

The man began to jump and walk and leap — and the people who knew him
were astounded! This gave Peter an opportunity to preach — and preach he
did! “Why do you stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we had
made him walk?” And Peter goes on to proclaim the power of Jesus, how
the people had crucified him, and how God had raised him from the dead.

Alleluia! Christ is risen. The Lord is risen indeed, alleluia!

This is how the baby, the fledgling, the young church began. Jesus’ friends
first huddled together in rooms — as in our Gospel lesson today -- then went
to worship and began acting in just the same way that Jesus did — healing,
feeding people, preaching repentance and forgiveness, and blessing those
who would listen. It was not without trouble, though. If you read further in
this book called “The Acts of the Apostles”, you will find Peter and John in
jail, arrested by the religious leaders out of jealousy or zeal. You will find
Stephen, the first deacon of the church, stoned to death by radical religious
folk.

Read the book of Acts — it’s a fascinating study of church, a study of how
Jesus’ resurrection and Easter life contributed to what we have come to call
“organized religion.”

+ + +

Is there something here for today’s modern “organized” church to learn?

As a small church we worry. We grieve former members. Most churches are
seeing their numbers dwindle. We secretly pin fond hopes on finding “just
the right vicar”, “just the right bishop” to bring people in, to light a fire
among us. But remember, Jesus asked Peter to feed and tend his sheep, not

necessarily to count them.

The man with weak feet and non-functioning ankles might represent today’s
church, not just our congregation, but all congregations. Friends carry him
to where people pray, but he remains a poor, lame beggar — until he is met
with the power of Jesus, as channeled by Jesus’ disciples.

And like with Peter and John, it’s not our power or piety that will bring that
man to his feet and have him leaping and jumping.




We have power. We can do a lot of good things. We have watched this
little band of disciples from Kingston, Poulsbo, Bremerton come together
and grow. We have dedicated people who teach the children, watch over the
property, prepare worship. Our building serves the community in many
ways with an amazing shower, laundry and lunch program and several
twelve-step recovery meetings each week.

And we have piety. We can sing and pray with the best of them. We honor
and care for one another. People cook and bake and serve and give generous
offerings. We cherish weekly Holy Communion. We love and care for our
children and elders.

But, like Peter said to those who were amazed at the lame man walking,
“why do you stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we had made
him walk?”

Our power and piety — in whatever form they appear — are not powerful or
pious enough to heal. Listen to Peter again, “...the faith that is through
Jesus has given [this man] ... perfect health in the presence of all of you.”

So we’re not going to rely on our power and piety. We have no choice
whatsoever but to rely on Jesus and the gift of the Holy Spirit to make the
church jump and leap.

- + -
We’ve all heard friends say, “I love God and Jesus, but I hate organized
religion.” The organized religion of which we are a part — and of which I’'m
happy to be a part -- started in today’s first lesson, just after Pentecost, 50
days after Easter. Peter followed Jesus’ lead and preached powerful words of
life and lifted a sick man to his feet.

Bill Maxwell, sainted priest from this diocese, wrote this poem:!

I am part of organized religion.

I am an Episcopalian.

On the other hand, it isn’t

very organized, and, God knows,
the entire Christian community

I Rev. Bill Maxwell in Still Paying Attention




isn’t very organized either.

My hope is that my notions, splendid as they are,

are repeatedly tested by the wisdom

of a loving, varied, and persisting community.

That community gets stuck, sometimes,

in the vocabulary and traditions of times

no wiser or more perfect than ours.

But the organized Church at its best can be

wise and generous, able to enfold us as we

try again to be faithful and free.

It reminds us of the Story stretching from Genesis to Revelation,
feeds us with bread and wine that are more than food.
It seeks to direct us beyond ourselves, to teach us

to care deeply about the isolated, poor,

powerless, and dying.

It points outward to the farthest reaches of creation.
And it points inward, telling me over and over

that God’s love is sure, that I am safe.

I want to live in community,
to be part of that pilgrim company, that rag-tag band of travelers
who believe God cares about his world and us.
I prefer organized religion.
Mostly.
- + -
We are blessed to be an organized “rag-tag band of travelers” who believe
and know that God cares about this world and about us.

Peter and John didn’t have goals and objectives, programs, entrepreneurial
motivation, but they DID have the one thing needful: Jesus Christ, the same
yesterday, today and tomorrow. Jesus is with us today!

At the end of Peter’s sermon, he proclaimed, “You are witnesses of these
things.” To be a witness means to share your experience with others. When
we participate in the Eucharist, we are encountering the risen Christ. When
we pass and receive the peace, it is the same peace that Jesus gave to his
disciples. Like the disciples, it is as witnesses that we go forth into the world
living our faith.



We can’t envision what lies ahead. We accomplish only a fraction of God’s
work on earth. Our prayers are never fully complete. But we are planting
seeds that have the Creator’s power in them to grow.

When possible, we leap and jump. And when the time comes to rest at night,
as we prayed in today’s psalm (4:8) “I lie down in peace; at once I fall
asleep, for only you, Lord, make me dwell in safety.” Some nights we toss
and turn; some nights we grieve, but by the power of the Spirit, every night
until our earthly life is over, we are invited to lie down and sleep in peace,
leaving the church, the world, and all things in God’s merciful and gracious
hands.

Alleluia, Christ is risen! The Lord is risen indeed, alleluia! Amen.



