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What makes a Presbyterian a Presbyterian?  That is actually a much harder question to answer than you might think.  Because Presbyterians are very diverse.  Even within our Presbyterian Church USA denomination, there is great diversity.  We value diversity.  We believe God values diversity – just look at the wondrous variety of creation in the world.  Presbyterians also generally are not supposed to believe we have all the answers.  We are very aware of our own faults and failures, so we continue to question ourselves and seek to improve ourselves.  Theologically, we call this being open to the Spirit of God, being led by God’s Holy Spirit to grow, to change, to reform, to transform.  We believe God is mystery and we can never fully know all that God is – therefore we must continually listen, explore, and change as God moves us to change.  
Because of this absence of absolutes, it is difficult to capture all that Presbyterians believe in a few points.  Bumper sticker faith doesn’t really say enough.  Understanding requires more conversational faith.  There is great depth to our theology and understanding of God.  So a surface glance doesn’t capture all that we believe.  You have to dig deeper.  You have to listen longer.  You have to be open to understand.  But often today, people aren’t willing to do that.  People are more likely to try to put you in this category or that one.  As a result, some people misunderstand us.  
I have become aware in the last few years that some people, some Christians, some even here in town, don’t think we Presbyterians are good Christians.  Because they misunderstand some of our decisions.  You have a woman pastor.  We accept gay, lesbian and others as members and pastors – as fully called, fully active followers of Jesus Christ.  Just like everyone else.  Some of us are pro-choice.  Some of us are pro-life.  Some of us are for gun control.  Some carry guns.  Some who carry guns are for gun control.   Some of us push social justice agendas.  Politically we are all across the board – republican, democrat, independent, non-political.  As I said there is great diversity within our membership.  And sometimes that is hard for others to understand.  

Some have accused us of not following the Bible.  That could not be farther from the truth.  Presbyterians absolutely depend first and foremost on scripture – the word of God inspired and applied.  The problem is what we mean by that word inspired.  How does God inspire?  How do we understand scripture?  How do we interpret scripture?  Some would say you don’t interpret scripture; you read scripture and take every word literally.  Presbyterians say that is absurd.  Everyone interprets scripture.  Everyone must interpret everything we read. The Bible didn’t start in 21st century American English.  Interpretation is how we understand.  If you don’t interpret scripture, then you don’t understand scripture. The question is “how do you interpret and understand scripture?”  And there are varieties of ways.  In fact, I would say all of the disagreements and controversies among all Christians and denominations that have ever been, all of the differences come from how we interpret scripture, how we understand what God is saying to us.  If it were easy to understand scripture we would all agree and we would all follow Jesus in the same way.  
The scripture from Luke for today is from the first Easter day – Jesus and two disciples walking along the road from Jerusalem to Emmaus.  You may remember the story.  The two disciples are talking about Jesus’ crucifixion and the amazing rumors from the women that Jesus rose from the dead.  The two disciples do not even recognize that it is Jesus walking beside them.  How could they not understand?  How could they not see?  Then the verses we read today.  Jesus interpreted the scriptures for them.  Jesus opened up everything they had ever read and helped them to understand.  And their hearts burned within them.  But still they didn’t fully get it.  They didn’t recognize Jesus.  Even then.  Even with all that blessing of scripture they did not see Jesus until the breaking of the bread.  They didn’t see Jesus until the experience of Jesus.  They didn’t understand the scripture until it meant something, until the scripture was applied in action.  Then their eyes were opened.  Then they recognized Jesus.  Then they began to understand.  Not fully, even then, but they began to understand.  
Presbyterians absolutely depend on scripture.  The Bible is central to our faith and action.  The Bible is core to all my preaching.  The Bible is fundamental to what we believe and how we are called to live.  In fact, Presbyterians take the Bible so seriously that we cannot take it literally.  We take the scripture so centrally, that we cannot read scripture only on the surface.  We must go deeper.  We must study and listen and continue to grow in understanding.  
To understand the depth of God’s word in scripture we must understand scripture contextually.  We study the context of when it was written, by whom, for whom, for what purpose, and in what style.  It is important if something is poetry or history or story or law or commentary.  Yes, every word is inspired by God.  But God spoke to and thru humans.  So it is important to understand those humans at that time as different or the same as humans today.  Were they at war?  Were they at home?  Were they afraid?  Were they well fed?  Were they angry, happy, sad, hurting?  How did God speak to them?  Why did God speak to them?  And what of their experience can be understand in our experience?  You see, you can’t just rip a verse out of context and fully understand what God means.  Yes, God can speak to us thru any verse any time anywhere.  But to fully understand, to continue to grow in God’s grace, we must go deeper, wider, fuller in that grace.  We must seek to understand and God will continue to inspire.  

Because that’s another cool thing about God and scripture – God continues to inspire.  God can say something to Abraham 4000 years ago and it still might speak to you today.  That’s why when we seek truly to understand – we must listen to the ways God has spoken to Christians for 2000 years.  Because while I am brilliant, I don’t know everything.  Presbyterians believe we are better together.  Yes, God can speak to me individually and personally thru scripture.  But if my understanding of what a verse says is radically different than it has ever been heard before, then I have to listen to other voices in my community of faith.  Maybe I have heard God’s voice in a new way, but maybe I need to listen to others as well – for God speaks to all of us.  We must hear scripture in the context of other believers.  If different Christians disagree, the final measure for understanding is Jesus.  Measure everything by Jesus.  Jesus is the center of our faith.  What we know to be true of the love of God in Jesus Christ must guide all of our understandings in scripture.  Don’t interpret scripture in a way that seems contrary to God’s love in Jesus Christ.   Always let God’s love in Jesus Christ be your guide and inspiration.
The reading from Hebrews reminds us that God speaks to us in many ways, that God has spoken to people for generations.  It also reminds us that the way God speaks changes – first it was prophets, now it is Jesus – the Word made flesh.  God speaks to us even now through the Holy Spirt and inspires new ways of living the faith.  But we must listen to understand.  We must open our eyes and our hearts to God.  We must let God move among us and use us for good.  We must act according to what we believe.  We must receive God’s grace overflowing.  

Remember in the story of Emmaus from Luke, the disciples walked with Jesus for some time. But understanding broke through - only in the breaking of the bread.  In remembering the broken body of Jesus, in receiving the love poured out, in accepting that gift of God’s grace, their eyes were opened and they recognized Jesus.  
Beloved children of God, receive the bread, the cup, the love, the life.  May your eyes be opened as you receive Jesus.  By the grace and to the glory of God.  
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Psalm 119:97-105  

Oh, how I love your law!  It is my meditation all day long.

Your commandment makes me wiser than my enemies, for it is always with me.

I have more understanding than all my teachers, for your decrees are my meditation.

I understand more than the aged, for I keep your precepts.

I hold back my feet from every evil way, in order to keep your word.

I do not turn away from your ordinances, for you have taught me.

How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!

Through your precepts I get understanding; therefore I hate every false way.

Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.

Luke 24:27-32
Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, Jesus interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.  As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were going on. But they urged him strongly, saying, “Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over.” So he went in to stay with them. When he was at the table with them, he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened, and they recognized him, and he vanished from their sight. They said to each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?” 
Hebrews 1:1-4

Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds. He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word. When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs.
The Word of the Lord

Thanks be to God.
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