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When you talk to people who don’t come to church, they generally fall into two camps.  The first 

group doesn’t want to come because the place is full of sinners.  Why would you get up early on 

a Sunday morning to hang out with sinners, when you can do that on a Saturday night in much 

more comfortable seats and have a drink at the same time? 

The second group doesn’t want to come because the place is full of saints.  Most of you know I 

went to Wellesley and every year they have a big to do for the Alumnae Achievement awards.  I 

went to a couple before I realized it just made me depressed.  These women were amazing.  But 

they made me wonder, “what had I been doing with my life?”  That’s what hanging out with 

saints is like.  You get up early on a Sunday morning and feel completely inadequate. 

When we read from the Epistle of First John this morning, he’s pretty clear that there are two 

camps.  The sinners he’s calls sinners, but given how early this letter was written, about 100 CE 

or 70 years after Jesus’ ministry, they hadn’t figured out the word saints yet.  But we know what 

he means.  The trouble is, he doesn’t say what it takes to get and then to stay on either team. 

The sinners are lawless.  The trouble is that the law is always changing.  If you want to argue that 

religious law doesn’t change, well, maybe, but its interpretation does.  So it can be hard to find a 

law to stay inside of if you’re living your life the way you think Jesus wants you to.  Especially 

since Jesus was always a great one for living in the world right at the limits of the law, whether 

civil or religious. 

The saints are righteous.  Righteousness is the lightness belonging to those who fulfill the 

responsibilities which may be expected from them in their relationship to others.  It’s that feeling 

you get when you’ve done right by other people.  But doing right by one person may not be 

doing right by another.  And what is right for someone today may be completely wrong for them 

a year from now. 

So, at best, it’s unclear how you get to be a sinner or a saint.  The author of First John is 

struggling to figure out something that Martin Luther cracked centuries later.  It’s not clear how 

to be a sinner or a saint because we are all both, all the time.  We pull off this miracle every day 

because of the author of First John was completely correct.  Beloved, he says, we are God’s 

children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed (1 John 3:2).  We are still works in 

progress.  The revelation of what we will be is still unfolding, even 2,000 years later. 

If we go back to the beginning of the revelation, though, we may get some clues about what 

we’re supposed to do with this miracle of ambiguity that we live in, this business of being 100% 

saint and 100% sinner 100% of the time. 

In the reading from Luke today, we see Jesus, just risen from the dead.  He’s still living bodily 

among his people.  People are frightened and freaking out.  Jesus does this beautiful thing, in two 

short sentences.  He acknowledges their fear and their doubts.  Then he asks them to gather some 

facts so they can anchor this new experience.  Look at his hands and feet.  Touch him. 

Then, like every college kid that’s every come home, he asks, “what’s for dinner?”  There is this 

tiny grace note imbedded in this story, that we all would fly right by because we’re so caught up 
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in the miracle that he is risen from the dead.  It’s broiled fish.  As if someone was going to doubt 

the fact that Jesus ate after he came back from the dead.  “No, no,” Luke wants to say, “he was 

really alive.  He ate.  And not just fish.  But broiled fish, with a nice squeeze of lemon and a 

sprinkling of dill.”  I love these little details.  Because however amazing the story is, these little 

details are what give us assurance that the amazing events really happened.  No one is going to 

make up a detail like broiled fish.  Adding those details just anchors this mystical experience in 

the world we live in every day, the world of broiled fish. 

Jesus asks those people around him to be witnesses.  When we think of witnesses, we think of 

court rooms or police stations.  Witnesses provide the facts.  But we all know, from court room 

dramas and real life, that every person who witnesses a crime sees something different.  Every 

one of us that has been in a fender bender realizes afterwards on the phone with our insurance 

agent that aside from what we wrote down at the scene, we have almost no facts to provide.  So 

we know that if we want facts, we have to keep collecting witnesses. 

But we don’t usually want facts on their own.  We want experiences.  We want to know what it 

was like.  Think what would happen if I asked everyone to share where they were on 9/11.  

There are some folks here who were in Boston when the bombs went off two years ago.  Some 

served in World War II or Korea or Vietnam.  It doesn’t have to be frightening or tragic events.  

Where were you when the Red Sox won the pennant in 2004?  It can be highly personal events, 

like when you mother died or when your daughter was born.  When someone describes that 

experience, we often ask for facts, for details like the broiled fish, but they are to anchor those 

experiences.  We anchor them to the lives we live every day or to other things that carry our 

emotions.  A witness is someone for whom the facts have an emotional or personal meaning.  A 

reporter or even a news anchor can know the facts about a situation, but they are not a witness.  

A witness is someone who says, “This collection of facts changed the way I experience life.” 

Jesus specifically asked the people gathered in his name, his church, to witness the repentance 

and forgiveness of sins (Luke 24:47).  Repentance is the act of a sinner.  Forgiveness of sins is 

the act of a saint.  When done authentically, truly, with a whole heart, both repentance and 

forgiveness recognize facts and allow them to change a life.  By doing either, we become 

witnesses to the events that make us sinners and saints. 

The people who don’t come to church have the facts completely correct.  The church is full of 

sinners and saints, every Sunday.  But they have the experience all wrong, because they have not 

been here to listen to the witnesses.  If they had been, they would have heard something more, 

because Jesus also asked us to witness that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on 

the third day (Luke 24:46).  What are the facts that we use to anchor that experience to? 

It’s not clear.  After 2,000 years what the experience is supposed to be is still unfolding, it’s still 

being revealed.  But it has to include the fact that love survives after death, that this world is not 

all that there is, that what we do in this life changes the love and the world in ways we can’t 

foresee.  It has to include the fact that our lives have been personally changed by a story that 

happened 2,000 years ago. 

We take those facts and we struggle to put into words what the experience is like.  What is it like 

to witness the Resurrection?  It’s like repenting and forgiving, even when we don’t want to.  

Especially when we don’t want to.  It’s like acknowledging loss, the searing loss of death and 

even in that devastation, acting on the fact that there is something beyond death.  It’s like sitting 
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with other people who have their own collections of repentance and forgiveness, their own 

collections of loss and birth.  We hear them out and they hear us out.  It’s like that. 

We come to church to learn new facts and to gather new experiences.  We come to share new 

facts and new experiences.  We come to hear the stories written long ago, that share facts and 

experiences so like our own.  We come to sing songs together and to talk to God in a place that 

people have been talking to God for decades. We come to witness and be witnessed.  We come, 

all of us saints and all of us sinners, all the time, to do what God asked.  To be a witness in the 

house of the Lord. 


