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Hindsight is 20/20 they say and we can become so arrogant when we read the Easter Scripture passages.  We shake our heads and roll our eyes in disbelief.  Mary, the other women and the disciples were so stupid.  No one knew Him better than them...what he looked like and sounded like.  He had told them so often what was going to happen.  Yet they just didn't get it.  And even when they saw Him, and heard Him, they didn't recognize Him.  How could they be so foolish!

`
Mary at the empty tomb, thinking He was the gardener; the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, telling the “stranger”, the horrors of what had just happened in Jerusalem; Thomas seeing yet not believing; the disciples fishing, and still not sure who that man on the shore was.  Even after all the time they had spent with Him, they still did not recognize Him.  Shocking!


Thank God, we stand on this side of the cross, this side of the resurrection.  We can learn from all that has been recorded about the events.  We can learn from their mistakes.  We won't be so foolish.  

`
We can read and re-read all that happened between Christ and those who walked the dusty roads with Him.  We can read and re-read how His promises were being fulfilled.  We can read and re-read God's promise to always be with us, to never abandon us, even though Jesus must die.  God promised to be with us in the essence of the Holy Spirit.


We can't see the Holy Spirit or touch it or hear it literally, as they could Jesus, but God gave us lots of clues as to how we might experience the Spirit.  My favorite teaching on this is in Matthew 25.  Jesus was saying that whenever we take care of someone else, whenever we obey the Golden Rule and do unto others as we would have them do unto us, we serve God, we minister to the Spirit.  But the people back then were so stupid they could not understand how God would ever need help.  Jesus was trying to say that the Spirit of God is in everyone, and when we take care of everyone, we take care of God.  What's so hard to understand about that?  I can't believe how foolish those first disciples were!  Aren't you glad we're not like that?!


Today I want to tell you 3 brief stories about recognizing the presence of God, the presence of the Holy Spirit...in us, and among us.


The first is a story called The Rabbi's Gift which   I have told before  and which you perhaps remember.  A Catholic monastery in the woods had once been a bee hive of activity.  The monks made bread and cheese.  They had wonderful vegetable and flower gardens. Visitors would often go there to pray and meditate, or simply to enjoy the grounds.  But over time, things started to go downhill.  Fewer monks were living there.  Fewer visitors were going there.  The monastery was falling on hard times.


One day, the Abbot noticed a Rabbi making his way through  the woods to a tiny cabin on the adjoining property.  This happened frequently.  He would stay only a few hours at a time.  One day, the Abbot got up the nerve to go to the Rabbi  in his cabin.   He knocked gently on the door.  The Rabbi smiled a warm smile and invited the Abbot to come in and  sit.  On the table before them, the Scriptures were open.  Finally, after much silence, the Abbot said, “Rabbi, I have come to ask for a teaching.”  Again, silence.  Finally the Rabbi spoke.  “I will gladly give you one teaching, but after I do, you may share it once, but never again.”  The Abbot agreed.  Again, silence.  And then, very gently and very deliberately the Rabbi leaned forward and looked the Abbot deep in the eyes.  “The Christ is among you.”  The Abbot sat quietly, perplexed, confounded.  What could this mean, “The Christ is among you.”?  Eventually, the Abbot rose to his feet, bowed a thank you to the Rabbi, and returned to the monastery.   He called the monks together and told them of his trip to the Rabbi's cabin in the woods and what had transpired.  He insisted that no one ever speak of this again.  The monks were perplexed.  What could this mean, “The Chris is among you.”?  Before very long, visitors started to return to the monastery to visit and to pray.  Soon, it became apparent that there was a very different atmosphere around the place.  The monks were treating each other with grace, and warmth, and generosity of spirit.  The heaviness of the place had vanished.  A new day had dawned.


The second story of how God is with us through the Holy Spirit is taken from a Cherokee legend which concerns a young man's rite of passage.  The father takes his son into the forest, blindfolds him and leaves him alone.  He is required to sit on a stump the whole night and not remove the blindfold until the rays of the morning sun shine through it.  He cannot cry out for help to anyone.  Once he survives the night, he is a man.  The boy is naturally terrified.  He can hear all kinds of noises.  Wild beasts must surely be all around him.  Maybe even some human might do him harm.  The wind blew, the stump shook, but he sat stoically, never removing the blindfold.  Finally, after a horrific night the sun appeared and he removed his blindfold.  It was then that he discovered his father sitting on the stump next to him.  He had been at watch the entire night, protecting his son from harm.


The third and final story is about a man named George.  The story is told by Glen, a university student.


“I met George when I was working part-time at a shelter for homeless men.  George was a frequent client at the shelter.  When I wasn't busy, George and I would sit and talk together about art and classical music.  As a young man, George had studied oil painting.  He'd wanted to learn to paint like the old masters he told me.  He loved the art of portraiture, and had dreamed of capturing a face on canvas, even just once, in such a way that it mirrored the soul.


At first it seemed surprising to be talking about art and music in a  shelter for the homeless.  We were surrounded by bare, nicotine yellow walls and ugly orange linoleum scarred with cigarette burns.


I had heard that George had been a soldier.  That he'd fought at Normandy and later again in Korea.  But when I asked him about that period of his life, he said he didn't like to talk about it.


One day, another client named Tom had a seizure.  He lay writhing on the cold floor like he had been shot.  I tried to keep Tom safe through the ordeal; I glanced up and saw George.  He gazed down at Tom and kept shaking his head.  It was like he was away some place else.  His face expressed infinite pity.


Blood drooled from the corner of Tom's mouth.  His body kept flailing and churning.   Tom writhed in pain; his face contorted and tortured looking.  George handed me his rolled up jacket to place under Tom's head.  I tried to keep Tom on his side.  With a tender, caressing voice, George kept telling Tom that he was going to be alright.  Finally the ambulance arrived and the paramedics placed Tom on a stretcher and took him to the hospital.


My colleague Phil, who had been working at the shelter for years and knew George, better than anyone else, said that George felt profound guilt for having survived the wars.  George could not understand why he had lived when all his good friends and so many other good people had been blown away or left crippled for life, had been taken prisoner and tortured, had gone missing and never been found.  Why was he spared?  George carried the question like a cross.


A local tabloid newspaper portrayed George as a dirty old drunk on its front page one day.  Some photo journalist took his picture as he sat alone out on the front stoop of the shelter with an empty bottle beside him.


He looked like a poor, pathetic soul: dressed in a crumpled  jacket, bowed down by heavy drink.  The angle of the photo and the light made his face look ugly and dirty.  The title underneath the picture read,  “A Skid row alcoholic'.  There was a story concerning the growing number of homeless and the changing face of downtown.  There was no report of him talking gently, humanly to Tom as he lay writhing in hell, or the wars of liberation and absurdity he had fought in, through jungles, and back streets.  There was no mention that he had a wife and grown children somewhere, or of his dreams to become a fine artist who would paint portraits that mirrored the soul.     There was no quote of him speaking knowledgeably, sensitively, passionately about the rich, soaring music of Mahler or Bach, or Beethoven.


Those at the shelter who saw the photo and the article were angry.  They wanted to go down and teach the reporter a thing or two.  


George had one of the most beautiful faces I have ever seen.  Sitting across from him one night, I told him that; I'd felt overwhelmed.  He said thank you, and that I was a gentleman.  


  George's face was like grey rock, its features sculpted and etched by wind and rain, pocked and scarred by ice and snow, like an ancient landscape that had experienced young times of flowers and laughter, absurdly harsh weather, and slow glacial change.  George's face shone with the experience, and gentleness and wisdom of ages-.a reflection of his soul.


Maybe that is what some people mean, when they talk about seeing the face of God in others.


I want to end the message to day by having you listen to this song by country artist George Strait.  Then I want you to make a few notes in the space provided in your bulletin.

I Saw God Today

 Just walked down the street to the coffee shop
Had to take a break
I’ve been by her side for 18 hours straight
Saw a flower growing in the middle of a sidewalk
Pushing up through the concrete
Like it was planted right there for me to see
The flashing lights, the honking horns
All seemed to fade away
In the shadow of that hospital at 508
I saw God today

 

Chorus
I’ve been to church, I’ve read the book
I know he’s here but I don’t look
Near as often as I should .. yeah I know I should
His fingerprints are everywhere
I just slowed down to stop and stare
Opened my eyes and man I swear
I saw God today.

 

Saw a couple walking by
They were holding hands
Man she had that glow
Yeah I couldn’t help but notice she was starting to show
Stood there for a minute taking in the sky
Lost in that sunset
A splash of amber melted into shades of red.

 

Chorus
Got my face pressed up against the nursery glass
She’s sleeping like a rock
My name on her wrist wearing tiny pink socks
She’s got my nose, she’s got her mamas eyes
My brand new baby girl
She’s a miracle
I saw God today

 

I Saw God Today Lyrics - GEORGE STRAIT Song Words

Song Words by Artist / Band : GEORGE STRAIT
Song Lyrics Title : I Saw God Today
Taken from Music Album : GEORGE STRAIT

Amen
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