Time For Change
Acts 3:11-20
 
A good number of years ago, my husband Patrick and I went back to Lakewood, Ohio for my 10 year high school reunion. In ten year’s time, we’d all changed at least a little bit.  We looked a bit older – more mature than we’d been 10 years earlier; some of us were married and had children and so we had a spouse next to us; styles had changed; many of us had filled out a bit – but more or less, we were able to recognize each other – if not at first glance, then certainly within a few moments.  After a while we all settled around tables with our familiar ‘groups,’ catching up and reminiscing.  It was at that point that a man came over to our table and teased us, saying – “hey – do you know who I am?” We all looked over at this nice looking 28 year old man and tried hard to make him 10 years younger in our minds. But we were stumped.  Try as we might – we could not place him.  Finally he let us off the hook and said, “I’m Vincent.”  And our jaws dropped – Vincent – who I’d known since I was a child as we’d gone to the same church – had always looked the same – like a 10 year old boy.  He grew taller through middle school and high school – but his face never changed – he always looked the same – until now – and boy, was it hard to connect that mature young man, with our very young high school friend.
 
That’s the way change is though – sometimes slow and subtle – sometimes quick and unexpected.  But – no matter how change comes to us – we have to respond to it - somehow.  The Season of Easter – today being the 3rd Sunday within it  - always has us considering what change is being evoked or provoked within our lives, our church, and our community by the message of the Resurrection.
 
I’ve read to you a portion of the 3rd chapter in Acts – but I want to fill you in – a bit on what happened just before chapter 11:
 
Luke tells us, Peter and John have gone to the temple to pray.  At the gate they find a man – a crippled man – and this man has been crippled since birth.  As was customary in those days – he had made his way through life dependent on the mercy of others.  On this day, as he’d probably done on many days before, he was sitting by the gate, having been carried there by others, asking those entering the gate for money.  When Peter and John came through, the man raised his cup to them.  But instead of giving him money, they invoked the name of Jesus Christ and call on him to walk.  We read that his ankles and feet were strengthened and he is able stand and walk – in fact – he jumps up, leapt and praised God.  This healing is the foundation upon which Peter’s sermon is laid. 
 
To say the least – the crippled man’s healing is a powerful, and astonishing change that provoked the curious witnesses and onlookers to find out what was going on.  When they see Peter and John they immediately assume that the disciples did this – that they had unusual powers.
 
But Peter wasn’t interested in their awe or reverence.  He had more in mind than these physical changes that caught everyone’s attention.   And so Peter responds to the crowd’s energy with a testimony that is meant to both convict them of their place in life - and create a deeper response.
 
In the ancient world it was common to assume that what you saw physically about a person made a very clear statement about their character – their moral state.  It said something about who they were as a person.  Quite a contrast to the popular phrase, “you can’t judge a book by its cover,” which calls us to recognize (and rightly so) that within a person who is weak or a person who has been scarred by a tragic event we may be delighted to find a beautiful spirit and personal strength we envy; or within a person with exceptional physical attributes we find someone who isn’t easy to be around at all.
 
With this ancient understanding in mind – consider the ‘change’ of the man. Not only was he physically healed, but within him a powerful change had taken hold as well – and all who witnessed this difference – all who knew him before and after would know that the freedom, the energy, the strength they saw with their eyes was fully reflected in his character as well.   He was completely new.
 
Peter’s energy in the message of Easter that he brings to the crowd is made even more compelling by this understanding.  The man is totally new – and the people are in awe of Peter and John.  But Peter quickly turns their astonishment away:
 
Why do you look at us as if we have the power to change lives?  The man Jesus, whom God sent and you betrayed and sentenced to death, has risen and through that power – through the name of Jesus – this man is changed inside and out.
 
I wonder what things were like after that day at the temple gate, for this man whose life was suddenly different?  Unable to do anything for himself since birth – he’d made his way through life dependent upon the generosity which others were obliged to give him.  And that was the way things worked at that time.  There was no expectation that it would be any different and no one would ever suggest that it should be. He knew the rules for that way of living.  He knew how to get through life that way - but now the rules were different – he was a new person and amidst the joy of his ability to walk – leap! -  on his own he would have to leave old ways behind and discover what it meant to live as a person changed by the love and grace of Jesus Christ.
 
A friend of Patrick’s was born early and spent several weeks in the hospital gaining weight and strength before he could go home with his parents.   His mom and dad came faithfully to the hospital to be with him during those early days of his life, until finally he’d strengthened enough to go home with them.  Not long after that they had to go somewhere and so got in the car and headed out.  After several blocks they realized (I’m sure with horror and panic) that they’d left the baby at home – something I’m sure they did only once!  They were so used to going somewhere else to see their son, that when some ordinary task came along, they settled into their old patterns of doing things without thinking about this wonderful change of having their child at home with them, near them, part of them – something they’d looked forward to since the day of his birth.
 
Change - that which is given to us unbidden - unwanted: 

the death of special person in our lives;




the loss of a job;



the end of a relationship;
 
But also – that which we look forward to and seek out:

the restoration of a relationship;


the beginning of a new job;



a successful surgery;
 
Both kinds require a response – even choosing to do nothing with what we’re given is a response.
 
For the people gathered around Peter and John that day their expectations of both God and humanity were interrupted – confounded – at every point:

From a lame man restored,


To a condemned man resurrected,
Ultimately, to an invitation to experience change themselves:
 

As Peter says:
“Repent then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord.”
 
Those who heard his invitation would have heard also the testimony of prophecy fulfilled in the person and experience of Jesus Christ.  They were given an opportunity to respond to what they had been taught the Messiah would provide.  But beyond that - they had the power of the presence of Christ offered to them:  
in their own lives they could experience New Life and Hope.  
 
The power of the Easter message is not skin deep or limited in time or place but rather it is constantly changing who and what we are, calling us to hear Peter’s invitation for our own lives and time. 

Like the man at the gate, now changed - we are each challenged to wonder and make part of our lives - even the mundane parts -  the restoration -  that wholeness  which comes from Jesus Christ, and to which Peter invites each of us.
 
Amen
 
