Steps Along the Way: The Choices We Make
John 20:19-31

It seems like it’s been a long time since Easter, doesn’t it?

Since our celebrations that Sunday, our congregation has ended one church year and become another. We’ve approved annual reports and adopted a new budget. We’ve conducted the major portion of a capital campaign and added a new roof to the original part of our building.


But a look at the liturgical calendar reminds us that we’re still in the season of Easter. We have another week before we celebrate Pentecost and then enter the long season we often call ordinary time.


Maybe there’s something to having Easter involve more than just a single day. Reflecting on the good news of Easter over a period of weeks gives us a chance to decide what to do with that message. To focus on what the message offers to us and calls from us.

In today’s scripture reading, we heard John’s account of the days that followed the first Easter. The disciples were struggling with what to do with the Easter message. Jesus comes to give them words of peace and words of commission. He even returns a week later to put an end to one disciple’s doubts.


The author of the Fourth Gospel doesn’t pretend to give us every detail of those first post-Easter days. What he does give us is the intent of his message: “that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”

Life. It’s a central theme in John’s gospel. In the opening words of this gospel’s prologue, we hear that the Logos came to bring about life. Over and over, John presents Jesus as being sent by God to give us life. In fact, throughout John’s gospel, Jesus speaks of himself in terms of life: “I am the bread of life”; “I am the resurrection and the life”; I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” And now here, near the end of this gospel, the theme emerges again.


If the intent of John’s gospel is to show that God desires to give us life, wouldn’t the best response to Easter be to accept that life? It seems like a simple, rational choice—selecting life instead of death. But sometimes it’s the simplest choices that cause us the most difficulty.


In John’s gospel, choosing life means responding to God’s love. It means accepting the good news that Jesus came to share. It means making a choice that has consequences right now—since, according to John, our new life begins as soon as we decide to accept the good news of God’s love and grace.


But John’s gospel seems to assume that some will not choose life. When called away from the darkness of mere human existence and into the light God sends into the world, some will remain in the darkness. When given the choice between life and death, some will opt for death.


Elizabeth Achtemeier, an author and seminary professor, tells of a speech she gave some years ago. In that speech, she commented that the Christian faith is a matter of life and death. Afterwards, a publisher approached her. He said he found her comment amazing and wondered if she’d be willing to write a book about it.

Achtemeier described the publisher’s amazement as symptomatic of what’s wrong with the world—“it knows no divine commandment nor desires any sanctification . . . it seeks life apart from God, who is the sole source of life . . . it searches for freedom but is unwilling to bear a cross . . . it wants a story to live by, but will not teach or learn the One Story. Those are, indeed, all matters of life and death.”

In these final days of the Easter season, what does it mean for us to choose life?

For one thing, it means that as individuals we need to continue in relationship with the Giver of Life. As Jesus described in one of his parables, we’re like branches that need to stay attached to the vine if we’re to remain alive. Faith calls us to take step after step along a life-long journey of commitment and growth.


Choosing life also can have meaning for us as a church. The author and United Methodist bishop William Willimon reminds us that the church is a post-Easter phenomenon. “It was the astounding, unexpected presence of the risen Christ that formed a believing community. Without that presence the church might have been described as a memorial society or a reunion of old veterans of the Jesus campaign, laboring to keep alive the fading memory of a dead hero.” Jesus isn’t important to the church primarily as a great moral teacher or as an inspiring philosopher. It’s his life and the life that he offers that provide the church with a vitalizing center.


Choosing life is important for the church because it means choosing the ways of Jesus rather than the ways of the world. As Willimon points out, we often think we can get a handle on the world; reshape the world’s standards of justice; substitute the wisdom of the world for the foolishness of the gospel; talk power rather than love. But we only fool ourselves if we think we can follow the world and not be co-opted by it.


Choosing life means having the courage to see the world for what it is—“ruled by powers and forces that derive their strength from our natural human fear of destruction and our natural need for self-preservation at any cost.” Choosing life means gaining freedom from those powers and being able to confront the world on our own terms. Choosing life enables the church, in the words of Willimon, to serve the world, “not by running errands for the world, but by providing a light” to it.


If Willimon is right, our choosing life also has meaning for the world. In John’s gospel, the world isn’t creation as such, but rather human society. A society that’s organized and maintained for the good of some but to the harm of others. It was to this world that Jesus came to bring life. And his coming confronted the world’s inclination toward death and death-dealing systems.


Jon Sobrino is a priest who worked in El Salvador. In reflecting on his experiences with the poor and victimized people of that country, he says that “this world is one gigantic cross for millions of innocent people who die at the hands of executioners. We have come to identify our world by its proper name: sin. Sin is that which deals death. Sin is what dealt death to the Son of God, and sin is what continues to deal death to the sons and daughters of God.”

Sobrino argues that we as Christians must do everything we can to bring the world down from the cross. We must work for justice, “which is the name love acquires when it comes to entire majorities of people unjustly oppressed.” We must employ all of our intellectual, religious, scientific, and technological energies to this end.

Choices about life and love and faith are at the center of the film Of Gods and Men. The film is based on the true story of a small community of French Trappist monks who live and work in a remote area of Algeria.

The monks’ days are structured around singing and saying prayers together. The monks also tend a garden, sell their honey in a nearby market, and serve their Muslim neighbors—many of whom live in the village that’s grown up around the monastery.


As Algeria descends into a civil war between the government and extremist terrorist groups, the monks face a difficult choice—whether to stay in the monastery or leave the country. When a crew of foreign workers is massacred by an Islamic fundamentalist group just miles from the monastery, fear sweeps through the region.

The monks meet on a regular basis to talk about whether to stay or leave. At one point they discuss the choice with some of their Muslim neighbors. One monk says it feels like they’re birds on a wire. But one of the women from the village interrupts: “No, you are the wire, and we are the birds.”

The monks become increasingly convinced that their life is there—in Algeria—despite the dangers. And the film focuses on just that—life. Although it concludes with the monks’ kidnapping by members of an extremist group, its main focus is on the monks’ choice to live fully and faithfully and with great love and joy.


Brother Christian, the monastery’s abbot, describes this choice in a testament he writes before the kidnapping:

Should it ever befall me, and it could happen today, to fall victim to the terrorism which seems to now want to engulf all the foreigners living here, I would like my community, my church, and my family to remember that my life was GIVEN to God and to this country.

May they accept that the Unique Master of all life could not be a stranger to this brutal departure. May they be able to associate this death to so many other violent ones, consigned to the apathy of anonymity.

I’ve lived long enough to know that I am complicit in the evil that, alas, seems to prevail over the world and even of the one that would strike me blindly.

I could never desire such a death. In fact, I don’t see how I could ever rejoice in this people I love being indistinctly accused of my murder. 

I know the contempt the people of this country may have indiscriminately been surrounded by. And I know which caricatures of Islam a certain Islamism encourages.

This country and Islam, for me, are something else. They are a body and a soul.

My death will of course quickly vindicate those who hastily called me naïve or idealistic, but they must know that I will finally be freed of my most burning curiosity and will be able, God willing, to immerse my gaze into the Father’s in order to contemplate with him his children of Islam as he sees them.

In this THANK YOU, where from now on all is said about my life, I include you of course, friends of yesterday and today, and you as well, friend of the last minute, who knew not what you were doing.

Yes, for you as well I want this THANK YOU and this FAREWELL which you envisaged. 

And may we meet again, happy thieves in paradise, if it pleases God, the Father of us both.

AMEN! INCH’ALLAH!

As we near the end of this season, may the message of Easter inspire and empower us to choose life. And may that choice transform us step by step and day by day. Amen.
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