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 During Eastertide, the Sundays between Easter and Pentecost, we hear stories from the 

Acts of the Apostles. It’s really about the only time in the church year when those stories are 

heard. So, it’s a good idea to understand a little bit about where this book of stories fits in the 

New Testament.  

 

 Acts isn’t meant to be read as an independent, stand alone book. It’s actually the second 

volume to the gospel of Luke. Everything in Acts builds on that gospel. When the writer 

composed them, what was probably his greatest life achievement, it never occurred to him that 

his two volume work would be interrupted by a whole other gospel, which probably didn’t even 

exist at the time.  

 

 If we read Acts in its proper sequence we’d realize that the last time we heard something 

from Peter in the gospel was outside Pilate’s residence denying he ever knew Jesus. And that 

makes his speeches in Acts all the more astonishing. Peter goes from weeping inconsolably from 

shame to standing defiantly in the face of the authorities refusing to be silent about Jesus’ 

resurrection. It’s an incredible transformation. One the gospel writer would say could only 

happen through the power of love and life over death.  

 

 Peter finally understands the stakes of what Jesus had been saying and doing all that time. 

He knows the world is a different place now that he’s experienced the power of resurrection. 

That’s a reality we forget too easily. We have trouble hanging on to the power of that experience. 

We let it go so easily because it calls into question everything we thought was true about the 

world. It threatens us like nothing else in our lives.  

 

 That’s why the authorities want Peter to stop preaching about it. He’s telling a dangerous 

truth, a truth whose consequences neither he nor they can control. Their concern in Acts is an 

extension of the concern we heard earlier in Luke’s gospel when the religious authorities spoke 

to Jesus. He was offering the people a window into a world beyond the control of the 

establishment, Jewish and Roman. And while that may have been a point of argument for the 

Jewish authorities, it was too dangerous to be tolerated by the Romans. Jesus’ movement was 

only inviting trouble. And the same was true of Peter and the others.  

 

 So, it makes sense that we have trouble hanging onto it. The consequences of this truth 

are devastating for us. And maybe that’s why we insist on obscuring it. The Church has reduced 

it to doctrine and creed without allowing it to transform, to realign power relationships, to allow 

the last to be first and the first to be last. In other words we’ve kept the consequences of 

resurrection truth abstract, academic. We haven’t allowed them to really change us.  

 

 I think that’s an ongoing challenge for us. The resurrection stands as a challenge to us to 

re-evaluate all our values, to look critically at ourselves and find what in our lives keeps us 

bound. As I do that, one thing that I keep seeing is our tendency to slip into fear and allow our 



prejudices control our judgment and interpretations. I was hesitant to use this passage this week, 

for instance, because of Peter’s accusation that the Jewish officials are responsible for Jesus’ 

death. Of course, that’s not possible. Only the Romans crucified their criminals. But the church 

has blamed the Jews for Jesus’ death just the same. Peter’s words carry the seed of anti-Semitism 

that continues to grow even today.  

 

 Now, some of you may think I’m being overly sensitive about that. I am convinced, as 

I’ve said before, that anti-Semitism is our faith’s original sin and it’s baked in to our gospels. I’m 

not convinced that’s the intent of this speech, but I do believe it’s interpreted that way. And it’s 

not an abstract or academic problem for us. Let me share a couple of stories. 

 

 I listened recently to an interview with the Jewish New Testament scholar Amy-Jill 

Levine. She shared that she grew up in Massachusetts in a largely Portuguese Catholic 

community. She attended church with her friends and was enthralled by the beauty and mystery 

of the liturgy. Yet one day on the school bus one of her friends informed her that she, Amy-Jill, 

“had killed her Lord.” Amy-Jill said that caused her to want to look more closely at this religion 

that has so much beauty yet so much hatred.  

 

 Now, we could write that off as a little girl’s misunderstanding of the church’s teaching, 

but another incident, just recently, should make us pause. The other day I saw a photograph from 

a small town in Poland taken on Good Friday. People are gathered around an effigy of Judas 

after having burned and kicked it around in contempt for his role in Jesus’ passion. The dummy, 

though, is a stereotypical depiction of a Jew with large nose and ears, wearing the clothes of a 

Jewish peasant from the 19
th

 century. They aren’t kids in the picture; everyone seems very 

comfortable with this kind of hatred on display. 

 

 Finally, a personal story: When I visited Israel a couple of years ago, one afternoon and 

evening we spent in Bethlehem, which is in the West Bank. Our group was farmed out to various 

homes for dinner that night so we could have a chance to visit with Palestinian Christian families 

to learn a little more about what life there is like. We had a wonderful dinner and conversation 

but the talk turned to the conflict between Israel and Palestine in a broader way. Our hostess said 

she believed that the Jews shouldn’t be in Israel because they had lost their right to it by rejecting 

Jesus. That’s an ancient anti-Semitic claim by the Church, possibly created to justify the 

Romans’ clearing the Jews out of Judea in the early part of the second century after an attempted 

revolution. It’s a modern expression of an ancient bias that has worked its way into the fabric of 

our faith with no justification in fact.  

 

 So, this remains a problem for the Church with very concrete consequences for people 

living today. Just yesterday there was another shooting at a synagogue outside San Diego. The 

Church bears responsibility for these attitudes; we’ve spent a couple thousand years cultivating 

them, one generation to the next. So, we have work to do if we’re going to live the truth of 

resurrection and not just give it lip service.  

 

 When we ask ourselves after Easter what comes next, our answer needs to shock and 

confound a world that is bound by its hatreds and fears. We need to put resurrection ahead of 

every doctrine and creed of the church and allow it to shape us. The triumph of life and love over 



death and hatred is meant to be lived through a re-ordering of relationships, a re-structuring of 

society so the hungry can be filled, the blind given sight, so fear can give way to hope and 

exclusion give way to full acceptance. That’s the world Peter is speaking for and we must find 

the courage to speak with him. We must refuse to be silent in the face of hatred wherever and 

whenever it erupts. Then we’ll begin experiencing the real consequences of our truth; we’ll 

become a people resurrected, made new in God’s love. 

 

Amen 


