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 I am a big fan of Peter Gomes, the late Dean of the 

Chapel at Harvard University. Gomes has been gone for 

some years now, but I still pick up his collections of 

sermons and read through them. 

 Gomes grew up in Plymouth, Massachusetts and 

had a habit of returning to his hometown for his annual 

post-Easter haircut at the barbershop that he frequented as 

child and young man.  He shared the following story with 

his congregation on a Sunday after Easter: 

 

The barber, of course, is not the same fellow [who cut my hair growing up] but the third 

incarnation of the proprietor of that shop; and ‘Fast Eddie’ is moderator of a lively and far-

ranging discourse that covers all of the subjects that sensible people want to discuss, distilling 

jokes … and offering political wisdom and insight. He likes to provoke debate, and so on Easter 

Tuesday in the presence townsmen, Eddie said to me, ‘Well, I suppose you had a big crowd up 

there in Cambridge on Easter?’ ‘I certainly did,’ I replied, taking some pleasure in the fact. ‘I 

suppose you argued them into resurrection again?’ he continued, as he began working with the 

clippers perilously close to my ears. ‘I never argue with my congregation,’ I said, ‘especially on 

Easter.’ ‘Good thing,’ piped up somebody from a chair down the way, ‘they wouldn’t believe you 

anyway.’ ‘I don’t argue on Easter,’ I said, ‘I proclaim!’ ‘That’s because they can’t talk back to 

you, like in here,’ said my barber; and he was, as always, right. 

 

 I think that both Gomes and his barber were right: faith in the resurrection of Jesus Christ is not 

something that one is ‘argued into’ but rather something that confronts us right here and right now, no 

matter where we are.  We are confronted by the resurrected Christ here in this sanctuary just as much as 

in some barbershop on the eastern shore of Massachusetts.  Faith is not about having the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ or the love of God, for that matter, proven to us; rather faith grows because of an encounter 

– a confrontation. 

 A little later in that same sermon, Gomes said the following bit of real theological truth: 

 

Easter does not depend upon an effective argument but upon a convincing experience. 

 

 As much as I agree with Gomes, I repeat his sentence with some hesitation.  I would not want 

you walking away from the worship service this morning thinking that our belief, that our faith in God, 

that our trust in God’s goodness is rooted exclusively in a personal experience that may or may not be 

produced within our own hearts and experience.  In other words, faith cannot be proven, but it is not 

found in just our own inner experience: it grows from an encounter with God’s proclamation to the 

world of Christ’s resurrection that comes from outside of ourselves.  In short, faith is a gift from God, 

not something that we come up with ourselves. 

 William Willimon is particularly helpful with this: 

 

The Christian Church needs to remind itself, on this Sunday after Easter, that we have hope, not 

because of something that we have decided, or found, or created, but rather based upon the 



stunning act of a God who hears, who cares, who moves in among us. If there is to be a hope for us 

as humanity, it must come from some power, some force that manages to be both with us and yet 

beyond us, for us yet not arising out of us. We believe that hope is in the resurrection of Jesus. … 

We believe, not on the basis of our wishes, our emotions, our insight, but on the basis of the act of 

God in resurrection of Jesus. 

  

 This hope that we hold in our hearts, this trust that we have in the great love and mercy of God 

demonstrated in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, does not come from within us.  It is not some kind of 

divine spark that we are called to nurture and use in order to somehow better ourselves or better our 

chances for a soft-landing in eternity.  We have this faith, this trust, this hope because something has 

happened outside of us and not by our doing; we have this hope solely and completely because of God. 

Because God has acted and has confronted us, we have encountered God in the risen Christ.  This is the 

basis of our hope: God’s action and not our own. 

 Willimon intensifies this later in his sermon: 

 

Faith does not need historical verification. When you kiss the one to whom you are married, you 

do not have to go search for the marriage certificate to find historical verification for your love. 

Your love is real and undeniable as present experience. However, faith is not the result of our 

human aspirations, a projection of our longing. Faith is the result of being met by the living 

Christ. 

 

 This defies adequate explanation: we have been met by Christ and thus have faith. Barth 

famously said: ‘Faith is miracle,’ and so it is so … miracles are not created on our side of things; 

miracles come from God and the faith that we have, the trust that we share, the hope that buoys up our 

lives to remind us that we have been met in this life by God in the risen Christ is miracle, plain and 

simple – the doing of God and not the product of our hearts or minds or souls.  

 The truth of Easter, not just the one Sunday and not just this springtime annual liturgical season – 

the truth of Easter is that we have been met in this life.  We have been met by the action of God; we 

have not been abandoned to our devices -- we have been met by God. 

 Barth also has been known to refer to faith as that ‘impossible possibility’. This faith, this trust 

that we have, is impossible without God’s action in our lives and on our hearts and becomes possible 

only after God has opened our eyes and our hearts to the truth of resurrection and we are met by the 

risen Christ: 

 

We believe, not on the basis of our wishes, our emotions, our insight, but on the basis of the act of 

God in resurrection of Jesus. 

 

 Children of God, in Jesus Christ, God has entered this world not just to redeem us and make us 

comfortable, but to redeem this world and make us a part of that work of redemption. Resurrection calls 

us to something and someone beyond ourselves and our own cocoons of our lives well-planned.  

Resurrection happens, you might say, while we are making other plans and then bids us to conform to 

God’s plan; the plan of grace and love and redemption unfolding even now in the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. 

 This happens only because the One who loves us so has come to us, has met us where we are and 

where we live, even here, even now AND has given us what we could not obtain for ourselves: faith. 

Thanks be to God. 

 


