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“Open Minds”

“Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures …”

When I was a child, I loved dill pickles, especially with my sandwiches.  The best pickles were sold out of
a barrel at our local deli; the diner in town also served great pickles at lunchtime.  When we weren’t able
to get to either place, the next best choice were the pickles that were sold in jars in the local supermarket
– but every time I wanted one of these pickles, I encountered a problem: opening the jar.  For some
reason, pickle jars were by far the hardest to open; I never had any problems opening jars of apple
sauce, spaghetti sauce, or hot dog relish – but pickle jar lids were always put on extra tight, and I would
struggle vainly to get at my desired pickle.  I would try tricks that my friends taught me: running the jar
under water, banging on the edge of the lid with a knife handle, tapping the lid on the edge of the kitchen
counter.  But inevitably, I would be frustrated in my efforts to open the jar – until one of my parents came
along, who were always successful in opening the jar so that I could enjoy my pickle with lunch.  I
needed them to open the jar so that I could enjoy what I wanted for my meal.

Even if you’re proficient in opening pickle jars (or have one of those gadgets that promise to make even
the most difficult lid open with ease), there are times when we need the assistance of another person to
open for us that which is difficult for us to open by ourselves.  When your arms are loaded with
packages, having someone open the door for you is a blessing, since opening it by yourself can
sometimes be impossible.  If you’re in a hurry at the supermarket, the opening of another cash register
can ease your path through the checkout so that you can get on with the tasks of the day.  If you’re
worried about being stuck in traffic on your way to an important appointment, having the MTO open all
lanes of traffic can speed your way to your destination.  In many situations we need someone to open up
for us what we cannot open by ourselves.

For the disciples who will soon be entrusted with the task of being sent out as apostles to continue to
share the good news of Jesus Christ, there will also be a need for assistance in opening for them what
they cannot gain access to by themselves.  Today’s Gospel lesson from Luke is the second part of our
Risen Lord’s appearance to the eleven disciples (Judas Iscariot is no longer alive, and they have not yet
chosen Matthias as his replacement), and in this episode the Evangelist looks both backward and
forward.  It serves both to bring closure by recapping major themes of the Gospel and to set the stage for
the coming of the Holy Spirit and the work of the disciples as witnesses in the book of Acts, the second
volume of this Gospel writer’s work.  Luke’s account of Jesus’ appearance to his followers begins with
the same words that John reports he uses to greet them: “Peace be with you.” (24:36). While this was a
common greeting among Jesus’ people, it also follow the pattern of Jesus’ instruction to those he sends
out to say “peace to this house” whenever they enter a dwelling (10:5-6).  The disciples’ reaction is
similar to the reaction of the shepherds who announced the birth of Jesus: “They were startled and
terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost” (24:37); as the angels responded to the shepherd’s
fear with words of comfort (“Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all
the people.” – 2:10), Jesus responds to their terror and confusion by asking “why are you frightened, and
why do doubts arise in your hearts?” (24:38).  Even though Jesus had previously taught his disciples that
“the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes,
and be killed, and on the third day be raised” (9:22), here and elsewhere in the Gospels his first
appearance to them after the resurrection is met with doubt:

· “When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted.” – Matthew 28:17.
· “But when they heard that he was alive and had been seen by [Mary Magdalene], they would not

believe it.” – Mark 16:11.
· “But [Thomas] said to them, ‘Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in

the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.” – John 20:25.



Jesus offers two proofs to those who have their doubts that are similar to his proofs in John’s Gospel:
first, “he showed them his hands and his feet” (24:40); then, he asks for something to eat and eats a
piece of broiled fish that they gave him.  While John reports that Thomas responded to Jesus’ presence
with the confession “my Lord and my God!” (20:28), Luke does not report how the disciples responded to
Jesus’ proofs of his bodily appearance; it is assumed that what he has given them is sufficient so that he
can now turn to commissioning them for their mission as apostles.

Jesus begins with an instruction that stresses the continuity between the teachings of Jesus and those of
the Hebrew Scriptures: “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you – that
everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.” (24:44).
Luke repeatedly underscores that the Gospel is in continuity with what God has been doing and planning
in the Old Testament: “From the beginning when Mary and Joseph did all things according to the law of
Moses (2:21-40) until the Christian preachers drew their messages from the Old Testament (Acts 2:16-
36), Luke has reminded the reader of the consistent faithfulness of God.” (Fred Craddock).  But in order
that they can better understand what this means for them and for their proclamation, Jesus “then opened
their minds to understand the scriptures” (24:45).  As the risen Lord had “opened” the eyes of the two
disciples in Emmaus and had “opened” the Scriptures 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 taking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?’” – 24:31-32),
now Luke uses the same verb (dianoigo) to describe how Jesus gives his disciples the ability to see and
comprehend what they have been unable to do on their own.

· “The message of the Scriptures is not self-evident; one’s mind must be opened to it, and they are
rightly understood only in the light of Jesus’ death and resurrection.” – Alan Culpepper.

The purpose of Jesus’ opening the minds of the disciples to understand Scriptures is not only for the
sake of their own comprehension, but so that they might be able to fulfill the mission that our Lord is
entrusting to them: “Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third
day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning
from Jerusalem.  You are witnesses of these things.” (24:46-48). The mission of the Church is tied to the
fulfillment of Scripture, and it is a continuation of the same divine necessity that guided Jesus through his
death and resurrection.  The mission will begin in Jerusalem and extend to all nations, a commission that
Jesus will repeat to his disciples in the moments before his ascension: “… you will be my witnesses in
Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).  The call of the disciples
to be “witnesses” (martys) develops in the course of the New Testament writings from the role of an
eyewitness, to one who can testify to the Gospel, to one who dies for the sake of the Gospel – our
modern day understand of the word “martyr.”  

· “The disciples are fitted because from experience they can bear witness to the factuality of the
suffering and resurrection of Jesus, and also because they have grasped in faith the significance
of Jesus, and thus can attest to it.  They discharge the task by proclaiming both the facts and
their significance as they have grasped in this faith.” – H. Strathmann.

There is one additional aspect that will be critical for the disciples in their commissioning as witnesses to
the Gospel of Jesus Christ: Jesus’ promise and instruction that “I am sending upon you what my Father
promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” (24:49).  The
metaphor of being “clothed” was used in early baptismal contexts: “As God’s chosen ones, holy and
beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness and patience.” (Colossians
3:12).  “Power” (dynamis) has been a part of Jesus’ work throughout Luke’s Gospel (“And all in the
crowd were trying to touch him, for power came out from him and healed all of them.” – 6:19); now the
risen Lord promises to confer that same power upon the disciples, as he had previously given them
“power and authority over all demons and to cure diseases.” (9:1).  The conferring of the Holy Spirit “from
on high” will also fulfill the promise of God in the Hebrew Scriptures: “I will pour out my spirit on all flesh;



your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men
shall see visions.” (Joel 2:28).

· “There will be plenty of work for the disciples to do, but for now their instructions are to stay in
Jerusalem (“sit still”) and wait for the fulfillment of the Lord’s promises.” – Culpepper.

This promised empowerment is fulfilled for the disciples on the day of Pentecost, when “all of them were
filled by the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.” (Acts
2:4).  As the risen Lord Jesus Christ had opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, now they are
the ones entrusted with the task of opening the minds of others so that they might understand how the
promises of God in the Hebrew Scriptures are now fulfilled in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
In his Pentecost sermon, Peter quotes the very words of Joel in identifying how these prophetic words
are now being experienced at this very moment: “No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel:
‘In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and
your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream
dreams.” (Acts 2:17).  The apostle Philip will be the means through which God opens the mind of an
Ethiopian court official so that he might understand the word of God and come to faith in Jesus Christ:

· “Then the Spirit said to Philip, ‘Go over to this chariot and join it.’  So Philip ran up and heard him
reading the prophet Isaiah.  He asked, ‘Do you understand what you are reading?’ He replied,
‘How can I, unless someone guides me?’  And he invited Philip to get in and sit beside him …
Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news
about Jesus.  As they were going along the road, they came to some water, and the eunuch said,
‘Look, here is water!  What is to prevent me from being baptized?’  He commanded the chariot to
stop, and both of them, Philip and the eunuch, went down into the water, and Philip baptized
him.” – Acts 8:29-31, 35-38.

The apostolic task of opening the minds of others to understand the Gospel of Jesus Christ continues as
their mission extends far beyond the confines of the land of Jesus’ people.  As he stands amidst the
shrines to the gods of Athens, Paul proclaims a message that seeks to open their minds to understand
the identity of one they worship as “the unknown god.”

· “Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way.  For as I went through the city
and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the
inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’  What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to
you… From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times
of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, so they would search
for God and perhaps grope for him and find him – though indeed he is not far from each one of
us.  For ‘In him we live and move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets have
said, ‘For we too are his offspring.’” – Acts 18:22-23, 26-28.

The continuing call of the Church is to seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit to open our minds to
understand what God is speaking to us so that we too might open the minds of others so that they too
might be blessed by God’s living Word.  It is the call for us to entreat our Lord to “speak to us, that we
may speak in living echoes of your tone; as you have sought, so let us seek your staying children lost
and lone.” (ELW Hymn 676).  Our Lutheran Confessions teach us that we need to trust in the
empowerment of the Holy Spirit to open our minds to understand what God’s Word means for us so that
we might be equipped to share this Word so that it might open the minds of others to the wonders of
God’s grace.

· “Reason and the free will are capable of ‘living honorably to a certain extent externally,’ but only
the Holy Spirit effects new birth and the inner reception of another heart, mind, and disposition. 
He opens the minds and the heart so that they understand Scripture and are attentive to the
Word … [St. Augustine wrote] ‘I erred when I said that it was within our power by exercising our



will to believe the gospel; in fact, it is God’s work to give the power to those who believe and will
so that they can accomplish this.’” – Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration.

In order for us to understand what God’s Word is saying to us so that we might in turn share this Word
with others, we need to wait as the disciples did so that the power of the Holy Spirit might open our
minds and hearts to believe and receive what God says to us through the good news of our Lord Jesus
Christ.  The practice of spiritual direction is a relationship in which two persons “are dedicated to listening
for God’s ways, desires, and invitations.” 

· “Opening our ideas and feelings with another person and intentionally inviting God to be present
is like opening the windows of a closed house to spring air.  We harbor a mixture of true, partially
true, and untrue perceptions, ideas, and impressions and are strongly influenced by the
limitations of being only one person of a particular gender, age, culture, family, and personality
with distinct preferences and dislikes.  It is often easier to recognize what is essential when we
speak out loud about our interior life.” – Jeanette Bakke, Holy Invitations: Exploring Spiritual
Direction.

Our call to entrust the Holy Spirit to open our minds to understand the Word of God is not merely for our
own edification but is always for the purpose of mission, so that we may always be a people who
“proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”  When we bring
a child to receive the gift of Holy Baptism, we are charged with the responsibility of nurturing them in faith
and prayer “so that your children may learn to trust God, proclaim Christ through word and deed, care for
others and the world God made, and work for justice and peace.”  The call of those blessed with the gift
of teaching is “to assist persons to grow in grace and faith and in the knowledge of the Scriptures and the
Lutheran Confessions for service and witness to the world.” (Constitution of Zion Lutheran Church,
Article III).  We seek to open the minds of others as God has opened our minds because “the wonder of
God is waiting to be discovered in the active involvements of people’s lives, whatever their life
circumstances and wherever they take momentary pauses (however brief) to attend to God.” (Mary
Elizabeth Mullino Moore, Teaching as a Sacramental Act).

I still like pickles with my sandwiches; and at times I still need someone to help me open the jar so that I
might enjoy my lunchtime treat.  We still need other to help open doors, or open avenues for us to travel,
or open us to new and wondrous vistas and experiences.  For us to experience the wonders of God’s
holy Word, we need to place ourselves in the trust of God’s Holy Spirit, opening God’s Word to us so that
we might open its blessed message to others so that God might fill all of us “with your fullness, Lord, until
our very hearts overflow in kindling thought and glowing word, your love to tell, your praise to show.”
Amen.


