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Resurrection: A Movement that Requires Courage & Wisdom 

Acts 5:27-32 

 

 The other day I had lunch with Dorothy Dickey, and she was complaining that I 

hadn’t used a movie as an illustration lately. I confess I got burned a few years back by 

complaints that I revealed too much about movies, so I’ve intentionally cut back. But 

recently I saw a movie that doesn’t seem to have been very popular – that seems to be more 

common in my life lately. I’m not sure what it means, and I’m not asking for suggestions! 

The movie was “The Last Station.” There were about 6 people in the theater with me. But it 

was a film I highly recommend. 

 The Last Station tells the story of the final days of Leo Tolstoy’s life. Tolstoy, for 

those who don’t know him, was a Russian author who lived 100 years ago. His most 

famous book is War and Peace. The movie is about the struggle between his wife and one 

of his disciples over the royalties from his books. The wife wants the benefit to go to the 

family; the disciple wants it to go to the Russian people. The real debate had to do with 

the meaning of Tolstoy’s message.  

 Tolstoy embodied a holistic love, which included romantic love, family love, platonic 

love, love for humanity and the love of justice. In his being and in his writings – albeit 

imperfectly – Tolstoy demonstrated all those kinds of love. As a result, he awakened in the 

world of his time a hunger for the love that he revealed. 

 But, as is very common with the followers of charismatic figures, Tolstoy’s 

disciples did not achieve the same level of integration of the totality of his message. His 

wife emphasized romantic and family love. His disciple emphasized the love of humanity 

and of justice. That difference led to deep seated conflicts, and struggles over the 

royalties from his books.  

 Almost all movements in human history that have sought to transform the world in 

some way have suffered that same dynamic. A charismatic leader embodies in her being 

an inspiring integration of various aspects of human life. A movement arises around that 

person. Those who take the message most seriously try to take the message beyond the 

founder’s death. But the message always gets diluted, because the followers tend to limit 

themselves to develop the teachings of the person, without rooting them in the human 

qualities of the person. None of the followers incarnates in his person the integration that 

the leader had. In other words, they apply the ethic of the person without paying attention 

to her spirituality. The movement begins to flounder and often falls apart. 

 Jesus was also a leader who founded a movement. It’s not difficult to find 

examples throughout history of followers who have distorted the message. But we have 

one source that presents us an image of what it can look like when followers do allow the 

spirit of the leader to infuse them. The texts from the book of Acts tell the story of the first 

generation of Jesus’ followers. As we see in today’s text, Jesus’ apostles showed the same 

courage as Jesus did in the face of threats from the authorities for preaching the same 

message that Jesus preached. What happened to them? 

 The apostles had finally received power to understand the message. In the Book of 

Acts, they took up their cross – to be witnesses (literally martyrs) of what had happened to 

Jesus. At least in the beginning, the church understood its task of being an agent of 

transformation for the liberation and wellbeing of the world. During Lent we spoke about 

the way of the cross. We were reminded that the cross we have to pay attention to is the 

one Jesus invites each of us to take up. On Good Friday at Immanuel, we invited each 

pilgrim to write down what she understood to be her cross at this moment and to attach it 

to the large cross we carry that day, symbolizing Jesus’ cross. Jesus did not go to the cross 

instead of us so that we could escape from the world and avoid the cross. He went to the 
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cross and rose to show us a different way of being in the world – the way of taking up the 

cross – and to prove that it is a path of life rather than of death.  

 There is no way to miss the connection between what the apostles did and what we 

call “civil disobedience.” When any community of faith adopts a transformational 

perspective, it is inevitable that it will clash with the powers that be. In the case of the 

early church, they clashed with both the Roman state and the Jewish religious 

establishment. Institutions have a profound interest in keeping things as they are – even if 

the situation is dysfunctional. The church, on the other hand, empowered by the passion of 

the risen Jesus and guided by the Spirit, is seen as bold and daring in its enactment of a 

healed world. An Easter church is a public church that refuses to be defined by the 

conventional dysfunctions of society. (Walter Breuggemann, Blogging toward Sunday) 

 Many of you know that I was in Arizona last Sunday, attending an Immigration 

Conference held by the Presbyterian Synod in Arizona. In the airport that morning I had read the 

first news story about the new immigration bill that was signed into law by Arizona’s governor 

last Friday. The bill makes it a crime to be an undocumented immigrant in Arizona, and gives 

law enforcement the power and the obligation to seek out and arrest undocumented immigrants. 

It even deputizes ordinary citizens to sue government officials who shirk their duty to make such 

arrests. The timing of the bill gave a huge charge to the conference I was attending. I preached 

the opening sermon at the conference, and said that working for immigration reform was a matter 

of saving the soul of America. I have come to believe that even more deeply since I first spoke it. 

Let me explain why. 

I attended a workshop led by Alfredo Gutierrez, a former state senator, who strongly 

opposes the bill. He was the first to compare it to actions taken in Germany during the 1920s 

and 30s leading up to the annihilation of 6 million Jews. The parallel seemed obvious to me. 

Then Cardinal Mahoney made the connection this past week and got lambasted by Russell 

Pearce – the writer of the bill – for tying the two together. But we must make the connection, 

because if we don’t make it now it will be too late. German Pastor Martin Niemoeller’s 

famous quote from that period is more relevant than ever this week. “First they came for the 

Communists, but I was not a Communist so I did not speak out. Then they came for the 

Socialists and the Trade Unionists, but I was neither, so I did not speak out. Then they came 

for the Jews, but I was not a Jew so I did not speak out. And when they came for me, there 

was no one left to speak out for me.” 

If we are to walk in the footsteps of Jesus and the apostles, we will have to tell the 

authorities when they are on the wrong side of history. If you believe that the Arizona bill 

takes us in the wrong direction, you are going to have a chance to do that today. In the 

convivio there will be a table with letters directed to President Obama and other leaders of 

government to do the right thing about immigration. Joan Chittester, a nun who has spoken 

truth to authorities on more than one occasion, has defined courage in these terms: “Courage 

is coming to realize that what does and does not happen in the world does so because of what 

you and I fail to say – not when silence is right, but when we fear the cost to ourselves of 

speaking out. It’s what makes the difference between a gracious and a noxious world, driving 

us to reevaluate all the unchallenged assumptions of life, to confute the unacceptable, to 

confront the oppressive, and eventually to change the unchangeable. It is the counterpart of 

honesty – the capacity to stand our ground, to speak the truth even in the face of 

overwhelming odds.” (Chittester, p. 50) 

Jesus was assassinated by the authorities and laid in a tomb that was under their 

control. But he escaped from their power and left the tomb empty. The apostles, similarly, 

were repeatedly put in jail, but kept escaping from the power of the authorities by leaving 

their jail cells empty. How does one access the power to take those risks and experience 

God’s liberation? It’s deeper than simply being willing to stand up to authority. Years ago 
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Paul Tillich called it, “the courage to be.” Aldous Huxley states it clearly: "Fear cannot be 

got rid of by personal effort, but only by the ego's absorption in a cause greater than its own 

interests. Absorption in any cause will rid the mind of some it its fears; but only absorption in 

the loving and knowing of the divine Ground can rid it of all fear." (The Perennial 

Philosophy, p. 163)  

If we are going to follow the person of Jesus and not just our limited understanding of 

his teaching, we need to come to embody his spirit that taps into that level of courage. John’s 

Gospel tells us that Jesus knew where he came from and where he was going. I’ve discovered 

that I access courage when three elements come together: when I know that someone believes 

in me; I believe that my life matters; and I am convinced that it’s not okay for the world to stay 

as it is. Sometimes just one of those elements is enough to overcome my discouragement. At 

other times all three come together to move me to action. 

The first element is to know that someone believes in me. The Book of Acts begins 

with Jesus saying to the apostles: “wait for the promise of God – the gift which you have 

heard me speak about.” That’s a pretty powerful expression of Jesus’ belief in a group of 

folks who had abandoned and denied him just weeks before, and whose self talk was surely 

more discouraging than it was courageous. It’s difficult to muster enough courage to face the 

challenges of my life when there’s no one around who believes strongly enough in me to 

question my own negative voices that say I’m no good, that I’ll never accomplish anything 

great, and that it’s too late to get started.  

I know that some of you have days when those messages are burning a hole in your 

heart, but I have – lots of them. The voice that says, “I’ll never accomplish anything”, has 

usually come after conversations with people I envy for all they’ve accomplished. It’s so easy 

to forget that I’m not supposed to accomplish what they have. I’m supposed to accomplish 

what I am called to do. One incarnation of God’s grace in my life has been friends, colleagues 

and partners who have dared to question those voices. Often they just show up when I least 

expect it. Sometimes I’m actually able to make the healthy choice of spending more time with 

people who bring energy to me than with those who sap my energy. 

The 2nd element is to believe my life matters. Jesus said to the apostles, “You will 

receive power and will be my witnesses.” We write all kinds of scripts about our lives that say 

we could never make a difference in the world. To be a witness of Jesus is a noble vocation 

and a strong identity. One of the important messages of the Gospel is that your love does 

matter, and one of the tasks of faith communities is to restore the sense of self worth in people 

who have lost it, or who never had it. Jesus said, “Don’t you know that your name is written in 

heaven?”  

For someone who doesn’t believe her life is worth much, that can restore the meaning 

of life. How many of you have ever thought about taking your own life? People think about 

that when they believe that their life doesn’t matter to anyone, and that the world would be 

better without them. In my pastoral work, I speak with many who don’t have a foundation in 

their life that convinces them of their importance – not even their mothers and fathers.  

The 3rd element is to become convinced that it’s not okay for the world to stay as it 

is. When the disciples were staring into heaven after Jesus had departed, two men came along 

and asked, “Why do you stand here looking to the sky? This same Jesus will come back in the 

same way.” In other words, “Don’t just stand there, there’s work to be done.” Many times we 

have the idea that we have to resolve all the problems of our lives, overcome all our 

imperfections, before participating in a project of transformation. Well, I want to say loud and 

clear that that is not true. As imperfect human beings, we’re always called to participate in the 

transformation of the world. As soon as we realize that, it’s time to start. We don’t have to wait 

to be perfect.  
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We will not follow Jesus if he is just our hero or teacher. We need to have his Spirit 

inside us, leading us to these kinds of convictions. As we await the coming of the Spirit at 

Pentecost, let us create a welcome space where she may dwell. Let’s raise our voices with 

courage so God can use us. 

 


