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« Happy resurrection day! | know that you are all sensing the strangeness of
not being in worship on this most important of Christian days. We are physically
apart, that is true. But take some moments to think about each of your fellow Owl
Creek members...your old friends, your new friends, your prayer partners, your
ministry companions, your brothers and sisters in Christ, all. And then realize that,
because of this Easter day, we will enjoy fellowship for eternity!!
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« Pastoral Search Committee update, from Kathy Hepner, chairperson:

“We have met on Zoom to get questions ready for phone and person-to-person
interviews of pastoral candidates. | have been in contact with Rev. Jane Gibbons
(ABC-Ohio). There are a few candidates available and she believes there are more
to come. But, COVID-19 has interrupted the process. Our meeting scheduled for
April 7th was postponed until next month...date to be determined.

Currently, we are all in such uncertain times. But we as Christians are very certain
of ONE thing, and that is that God is in control and He will be with us during this
journey. Praise God for His unfailing presence in our lives. Rev. Gibbons believes
pastors are diligently working to take care of their flocks, leaving them very little
time to consider alternative assignments, or even have time to hear God say,
"Time to move to Owl Creek." We continue to be ever so grateful for God’s
provision in caring for us here at Owl Creek during these days of chaos,
uncertainty and, quite honestly, fear.

| support Rev. Gibbons' thoughts to wait at least one month to proceed. Right now,
each of us is going through feelings we have never felt before. So, this is a time for
growing closer to our God. Again, Rev. Gibbons feels this situation may even help
God identify the right person, as we all become more deeply connected to Him.”

s Tell us your news items! Email Pastor Chapman or Bonnie Kohl with news or
prayer requests that you would like to share.
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That God continue to watch over not
just our nation but our world, and
that this pandemic not be suffered in
vain, but that people everywhere will
find a reason to turn to the God we
know as the author of hope.

That our own nation pause during
these days to reflect on just how
much we truly need each other, that
the bitter divisions too long engen-
dered over political, racial, cultural
and even sports matters be mini-
mized and put into perspective in
light of our created humanity.

For the family of Jerry Hagans, who
passed away in hospice care after
battling cancer, that their grief will
be comforted.

For Kathy Hepner’s cousin, Regina
Owens, who is back on a ventilator
following her surgery for cancer.

For Jerry Skeen, whose back surgery
has been put on hold.

For the OCBC Pastoral Search Com-
mittee, that they continue their work
with patience and wisdom, knowing
that their efforts will bear fruit.




Sevmanettes

by Rev. David Chapman, Interim Pastor

SERMON: “Blessed are those who believe in the
resurrection!” (Easter)
TEXT: John 20:19-29

Many of the atheists with whom | speak and argue and
share my faith claim that what Christians lack is “evidence.”
As one young man put it to me not long ago, “We are going
to start making you religious people prove what you say.”
The late British atheist provocateur, Christopher Hitchens,
famously insisted that, “If there’s no evidence, it doesn’t
exist.” The skeptics don’'t even realize that what they
demand of Christians they do not demand of themselves. In
other words, everyone, even the atheist, believes in things
that can’t be scientifically proven or reproduced in some
laboratory.

Take love, for instance. Try to prove that it exists. Even
though it’s impossible to prove, everyone believes that love
is a real experience. Or, take matters of ethics as another
instance. No one can prove that it's right to save life and
wrong to murder. We simply have these universal instincts
which inform us, in spite of those sad occasions when
broken minds act out of order. Or, take the past as a further
indication of unprovables. All historical events are by
definition unique, and thus can'’t be scientifically duplicated,
even if we wanted to do so. We can no more prove that past
events occurred than we can predict the future. All of this is
to say that atheists are blowing smoke when they demand
evidence of everything that we Christians believe. But they
are really wrong when they assert that the Christian faith is
completely without—or even interested in—evidence.

Take the celebrated and so-called “Doubting Thomas” as
the prime example of the Christian demand for evidence.
Thomas, one of Jesus’ own disciples, was apparently not
with the first group to whom Jesus appeared after he rose
from the dead following his horrific crucifixion. Jesus’ death
was a deeply crushing blow to the hopes of all his followers.
When the first group had the utterly amazing experience of
confronting their risen Lord they did exactly what they were
supposed to do. They went and “told the others.” But this
news was too good to be true. It was the last thing that
Thomas expected. “Jesus? Alive? Are you kidding me? |
don’t buy it. Not for a moment. Unless | see his body, | will
not believe. Show me the evidence!”

We really need to cut Thomas some slack. Tradition has
labeled him, “Doubting Thomas,” with the presumption that
he was the one disciple who put his faith in abeyance. But,
this was also true of the other disciples. They did not expect
to see Jesus alive again. They believed in the resurrection,
in general, but they also believed it would not happen until
judgment day. Further, they never expected Jesus to be
resurrected—in spite of his several announcements to the
contrary—because they believed that the true Messiah
would not die in the first place. Jewish faith taught that the
Messiah would come, he would conquer his enemies, and
he would establish his eternal kingdom...game over! No
one quite saw the joint power play of the Sanhedrin and the
Roman imperium coming—nor Jesus’ messy death.

And then he arose! Up from the tomb, dazzling in appear-
ance, very much changed yet strangely familiar, Jesus
walked and talked with the women and his disciples. They
reported these things to Thomas, who had the much
expected trouble believing the truth. And how did Jesus
treat this demand for evidence? Did he burst into the room
where Thomas was waiting and say, “Shame on you, you
faithless unbeliever! Curse you for your skeptical heart! You
have squandered your trust to the doubts of your mind! |
forsake you and your atheist tendencies, forever!”

Of course that is not what happened. In fact, the very
opposite happened. Jesus appeared to Thomas, all right.
He came into the room a week later. | think it was enough
time for Thomas to mull over the reports of his fellow
disciples. And when it happened, Jesus was so gentle with
Thomas it should bring tears to our eyes. “Peace,” he said.
And then the gentle, masterful, caring Jesus provided
Thomas with exactly what he requested. “Touch me,” he
said, something he did not grant to everyone. “Hold my
hand, touch my side. Do not doubt, but believe.” Thomas,
undoubtedly overwhelmed at the sight of his risen, very
physical, Master, then answered with supreme faith: “My
Lord...and my God!” It is important to note that, according to
the strictures of Jewish faith, calling anyone “God” who was
not God was a violation of the harsh prohibition against
blasphemy, a spiritual crime punishable by death. Thomas,
however, knew exactly what he was saying. And he knew at
that moment exactly what—and whom—he believed.

Lest we be tempted to think that what happened at the
resurrection and the subsequent physical appearances of
Jesus was all contained in that historical time capsule, we
need to take a closer look at that dialogue between Jesus
and Thomas. After Thomas' grand confession of faith,
Jesus made a very important proclamation, one that is fully
prophetic in tone. First, he asked a rhetorical question of
Thomas. “Have you believed because you have seen me?”
This was not to put Thomas down, or to diminish his faith as
having come only after the evidence was provided. Once
again, Jesus provided this evidence to everyone to whom
he appeared. Evidence was necessary for those first
believers. For the resurrection was not expected, antici-
pated, or foreseen in any way. God the Father made it
happen to make a very serious point. The point was that
God had conquered death. The world uses death as its
weapon. God uses his superior power to conquer the world,
giving life.

But then Jesus added this: “Blessed are those who have
not seen and yet have come to believe.” This was nothing
other than a beatitude. And with it, Jesus blessed all those
who would put faith in him not by evidence, but by trust. In
other words, Jesus was thinking of you and me when he
uttered that beatitude. He was thinking of us way back there
in that room with Thomas. Jesus died only once, and was
raised only once. Not everyone would see him in the flesh.
We didn’'t need to. He comes to us in faith, which is better
than evidence. For in the end, the demand for evidence is to
put trust in our own judgment. “Prove it to me...for | am the
only one | can trust.” But faith is trust in another. In this
case, it is saving trust in God. Faith is thus more powerful
than evidence. For evidence leaves us all alone, isolated.
Faith creates a bond, because it reaches out in trust and
dependence. That's what God wants from us. Trust...the
kind that lets him show us his power. Happy Easter!



BIBLE STUDY

TEXT: John 3:1-21 (Jesus’ interview with Nicodemus)

Commentators are not certain whether the Pharisee, Nico-
demus, came to Jesus by night because he feared being
observed by his colleagues, or simply because evening was
the traditional time for rabbis to study and have discus-
sions. He was, after all, a “leader” (3:1), likely an esteemed
member of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish equivalent of the
Senate and the Supreme Court. Regardless, the man was
deeply curious. He had watched Jesus, noting his miracles
and teaching. He knew that Jesus was different, but he still
was not sure.

In John’s rendition of the interview, Nicodemus barely got
started when Jesus quickly took over the conversation.
Cutting to the chase, Jesus asserted that “No one can see
the Kingdom of God (the goal of every Pharisee) without
being born from above.” The common translation of that
final phrase is “born again,” in the tradition of the King
James Version. That spawned a whole “born again”
movement among evangelicals that has emphasized the
need for a dramatic, life-altering spiritual experience as
evidence of one’s salvation. Such “born again Christians”
distinguish themselves even from other Christians who have
not had their particular dramatic spiritual experience. This
has led some to consider their experience as evidence of a
superior faith, leading to divisions in the body of Christ.
Unfortunately, the “born again” translation has more in
common with Nicodemus’ misunderstanding of Jesus than it
does with Jesus’ actual teaching.

The Greek phrase [genéthé andthen] should be translated
“born from above” for two good reasons. First, the adverb
anothen does not mean “again” (there is another Greek
word for that), but “from above.” Secondly, the same word is
used in Matt 27:51 (“from the top”); Luke 1:3 (“from the
beginning”); John 19:11 (“from above”). The similarity in
connotations is quite evident. Essentially, to be “born from
above” means to be “born of God” (note the connection in
John 1:12-13). The theological meaning declared by Jesus
is that one’s true life comes “from God” (i.e., “from above”)
not from human parentage. God must become ones’
“heavenly Father” in order to enter God’s Kingdom. Nico-
demus had been raised to believe that he was a child of
Abraham and Moses. Jesus, however, was informing him
that one’s salvation is dependent upon a direct line to God’s
Spirit, not one’s ethnic heritage...even if that heritage was
rooted in the “chosen people.”

Nicodemus is further instructed in this new teaching when
Jesus uttered what has become the most famous verse in
the Bible (3:16). Through our modern eyes, we focus on
God’s love. Nicodemus already believed in God’s love. But
he believed that divine love was exclusively for Israel. What
Jesus said must have been hard for him to hear, for Jesus
declared that God’s love was not just for Israel, but for the
whole world. Thus, Jesus really took this learned Pharisee
back to school. He would have to learn about the true
breadth of God’s plan of salvation, a salvation whose
dimensions were much larger than the Pharisees’ vision.
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An American Baptist plea for emergency 'One
Great Hour of Sharing' support, COVID-19
creates great need

As the United States and the globe deal with the death and
devastation wrought by the coronavirus, American Baptist
Home Mission Societies (ABHMS) and International Min-
istries (IM) seek One Great Hour of Sharing (OGHS)
COVID emergency support to help families, churches and
communities find relief and recovery across the United
States, Puerto Rico and countries around the world.

The OGHS COVID RESPONSE is a two part appeal: one
part is for relief across the United States and Puerto Rico;
the second part is for international relief. Funds raised for
relief across the United States and Puerto Rico will be
utilized by ABHMS as part of an emergency strategic plan—
COVID RECOVERY: Renewing Hope and Service—
currently being developed. Moreover, OGHS contributions
will support American Baptist regions and churches dealing
with current challenges as well as those bound to follow in
the weeks and years ahead.

Donations to ABHMS’ OGHS appeal will assist with
immediate needs, such as unemployment or loss of income,
housing, hunger and access to healthcare. Donations will
also fund programs supporting the well-being and mental
health of faith leaders, congregations and communities. In
the current context of social distancing, as churches seek to
connect with members through online connections, the
need for enhanced technology has emerged in many
churches. ABHMS also seeks to support American Baptist
regions, denominationally related colleges, universities and
seminaries along with community ministries (Neighborhood
Action Programs and other service organizations) that are
serving families in marginalized settings.

Funds given to OGHS COVID RESPONSE: INTER-
NATIONAL for global relief will be used by IM to respond to
requests by international partners for emergency grants.
Gifts will meet immediate needs for feeding, housing and
providing healthcare for persons impacted by COVID-19,
with particular support for emergent and unmet needs of
refugees, asylum seekers and immigrant populations.
Funds will also support IM’s global partners at risk of
suspending vital services to vulnerable members of their
communities and will facilitate activities and programs
focused on sustainable solutions.

IM recognizes these days as a sacred time to support one
another and remain connected as an American Baptist
family. Past decades of disasters did not affect our entire
nation, but today American Baptists across the country are
adjusting their lives in these harsh realities. IM stands with
you in prayer for the many needs within your own
congregations and communities in the coming months. As
you prayerfully evaluate your household resources and the
tremendous needs in your local church and communities,
IM welcomes your donations.



