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* * * * * * *

This Sunday and next we will complete the preaching series on the three basic needs we human
beings all have: our need for an IDENTITY; to BELONG; and our need to have a PURPOSE.
Today and next Sunday, we are focusing on PURPOSE. As we have just seen, the Old Testament
prophet Jonah, certainly had been given a purpose, but his response to that purpose was . . . 
Well, let’s just say it probably wasn’t what God had hoped for.

Lutheran Pastor Michael Foss has told a rather funny story about an executive in a high-rise
office building in New York City. The executive had an eight-foot fluorescent light in his office
that had burned out. Unfortunately, in that building only the office maintenance personnel were
allowed to replace light bulbs, and at what the executive considered to be at a rather exorbitant
cost. So the executive devised a plan. On his way home from work that evening, he went to a
lighting outlet near his residence and purchased the proper light. The next morning he got up
early, drove his car into town where he parked and caught the metro into the city, carrying the 8-
foot fluorescent with him. Then he sneaked through the office foyer before anyone else arrived.
He installed the new fluorescent tube and then hid the burned-out bulb against a wall where no
one would see it. For the rest of the day he pondered how he would get the burned-out bulb out
of the building without being seen. Finally he developed his exit strategy. He called his wife to
tell her he would be working late that day. Then he snuck out of the building after most everyone
else had left, carrying the tube on to the metro in an upright position. He planned to  place the
burned out fluorescent in the dumspter at a construction site near where he had parked his car.
His plan worked quite well until he got on the metro. As the metro car made its many stops to
pick up passengers, more and more people boarded and began holding on to the vertical
florescent tube as if it were a stanchion. When the executive finally reached his own stop, there
were six people hanging on to that fluorescent tube. Not knowing quite what to do, the executive
simply got up and walked off the metro car . . . leaving those six people holding onto the
fluorescent tube as if it were the safety stanchion.1

We can only surmise the reaction of those other passengers if the metro train came to a sudden
stop or when the last passenger got off at the end of the route and realized he or she were not
holding on to the safety of a real stanchion but to a fluorescent light tube. It’s a funny story and
brings all sorts of images to mind, but it should also challenge us to question what we hold on to
when it comes to discovering our purpose in life?

As we saw in the opening chancel drama, the prophet Jonah had been called and given a job to
do by God. Jonah has been given a mission; he has a purpose. He is to go to the great city of
Nineveh and prophesy there (1:2). Unfortunately, this prophet does NOT want to undertake this
mission, which is quite easy to understand if you know the historical context. Nineveh was a
major city of the Assyrian Empire – that same empire whose army had come down the coast of
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the Mediterranean Sea completely devastating the land of Israel where Jonah lived. Jonah
certainly has no fond feelings for the Assyrians. As far as he is concerned, they are an enemy.  So
he says, “No way,” to the call of God and heads in the opposite direction on a ship. Jonah wanted
to hold on to his hatred and need for revenge against a foreign enemy rather than undertake
God’s purpose for his life.

As we heard in the play, Jonah’s Mediterranean cruise is cut short by a terrible storm during
which he is thrown overboard by the sailors and is swallowed by a large fish. But while inside
that fish, Jonah reconsiders who he is and what God has called him to do. He then prays the
prayer we heard as the 2  scripture reading this morning. God hears Jonah’s prayer and givesnd

Jonah a second chance. Jonah wanted to hold onto hatred and revenge. He had a grudge and was
very reluctant to let go of that grudge until he was swallowed up in the depths of the sea. This
should cause us to ask ourselves what we are holding on to?

Some people try and hold onto their wealth and find a purpose therein. That was the issue with
the rich young man who comes to Jesus one day and asks what he might do to inherit eternal life.
When Jesus advises him to go and sell all that he owns, distribute the money to the poor, and
then to come follow Jesus, we’re told that the young man became very sad, “for he was very
rich.” (Luke 18:18-23). This young man placed his trust in his wealth; his purpose was to hold
on to that wealth.

Other people believe success will provide them with meaning. How many of you remember the
name “Buzz Aldrin? Chances are you would have to have been born before 1960 to remember
his name, but in the late 1960's and early 70's (almost 50 years ago)  he was practically a
household name in the United States, along with Neil Armstrong. Armstrong and Aldrin were the
first two astronauts to ever set foot on the moon. Even if you remember Aldrin’s name, you may
not recall his later emotional breakdown. According to one report, Buzz Aldrin has said “it
resulted from the terrible disillusionment he felt after working so hard to achieve every goal set
before him, and then finding it all empty when it was over. His dreams, fantastic though they
were, were not lasting enough.”  Though he walked on the moon, he crashed thereafter into2

depression and alcoholism possessing no purpose, no meaning. His was a slow, painful recovery.

Where does meaning come from? We can get some insight by looking at Psalm 8, which we sang
this morning. Psalm 8 is reputed to have been written by David, Israel’s greatest king. Some
believe that David may have written Psalm 8 after a great victory in his life, perhaps even after he
had slain the giant Goliath. If so, then this Psalm was composed at time when David was a
national hero, when he has earned the praise of people everywhere. But how long will that elation
last for David? One author has suggested that David may have felt quite empty and so David
pens the words to this Psalm:

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,3

the moon and the stars that you have established; 
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,4

mortals that you care for them? 

But David then answers his own question:
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Yet you have made them a little lower than God,5

and crowned them with glory and honor. 
You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;6

you have put all things under their feet, 

David seems to understand that our meaning as human beings – our purpose – is to be found in
God and nowhere else.

And that brings us to today’s gospel reading from John, chapter 20. This gospel reading is the
one always assigned for this the 2  Sunday of the Easter season. It tells of two post-resurrectionnd

appearances by Jesus to his disciples separated by one week. The first is on that first Easter
Sunday evening. The second appearance occurs on the next Sunday evening when the disciple
Thomas is also present. For now we will focus attention on that first Sunday evening of Easter
Day. 

By Sunday evening the disciples would have heard the testimony of some women that the tomb
was empty and that Jesus had been raised from the dead. But they also would have remembered
the trauma of the preceding three days: how they had fallen asleep in Gethsemane while Jesus
agonized in prayer; how they had fled in fear when soldiers arrested Jesus; how each, in his own
way, had denied Jesus. So on that first Easter evening, the disciples are huddled together behind
locked doors, reeling in shock and horror and experiencing much fear and probably great shame
over their own behavior. And it is under these circumstances that Jesus comes and stands before
them on that the first Easter Sunday evening.

When Jesus first appears, he simply says, “Peace be with you,” thus reassuring these bewildered
and despairing disciples. But Jesus doesn’t then just sit down and chat with them. Instead, he
immediately commissions them, stating their purpose: “As the father has sent me, so I send
you.”  How’s that for a very grandiose purpose? “As the father has sent me, so I send you.” The
disciples are commissioned to the same mission – the same purpose – for which the Father had
sent Jesus. 

And what is that mission? That purpose? “To bring good news to the poor . . . to proclaim
release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim
the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18b-19). In other words, the disciples are both to proclaim
and exemplify the Kingdom of God to the world! I can’t help but wonder how the disciples
responded to these words. Did they realize the complete contradiction between their recent inept
behavior and their personal failures with the grandeur and responsibility of the mission upon
which Jesus is now sending them? Did they realize they had neither the resources nor the abilities
to fulfil such a great purpose and mission? 

Yet, despite the apparent contra-indications, Jesus commissions them anyway. Jesus recognized
that the mission would be too great a task for them to undertake, so he does a third thing – He
breathes on them, saying, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” He empowers the disciples to fulfil their
purpose. The disciples are not expected to rely on their own resources or personal resolve as they
“go into the world.” Instead they are empowered by Jesus with the gift and power of the Holy
Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit that will enable them to fulfil the tasks Jesus has just given them to do. 
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Of course, what’s exciting about this is that the same Lord who came to those disciples on that
first Easter evening also comes to each of us, calling us, commissioning us and giving us the
power of the Holy Spirit to undertake the mission.

So how about it . . . ? What are you and I holding on to? A stanchion that is no more than a
burned out florescent tube? Or the promise of the God who created us as little less than the
angels? Are you and I ready to hear God’s call and claim upon our lives? Are we willing to be
commissioned for ministry? If we are, then we can trust that God will empower us with God’s
own Holy Spirit to fulfil our purpose upon this earth. Called, Commissioned, Empowered –
that’s our purpose, our God-given purpose. And as we live into that, we too will hear the same
words, Jesus spoke to his disciples on that first Easter evening: “Peace be with you.”

Hymn of the Day:  The Risen Christ (ELW Hymn #390)


