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Alleluia, Christ is risen! (Christ is risen indeed, Alleluia!)
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
I spent much of this past week at the Institute for Liturgical Studies, an annual worship conference
at Valparaiso University, which I have attended almost every year that I have served as a parish
pastor. This was the first time it was held in-person since the pandemic began. Each year the
Institute has a worship-related theme. Past themes have focused on baptism, holy communion,
music, and the word. And those are just the ones I can remember off the top of my head. This year’s
theme was Kyrie and Gloria in Liturgy and Life, which turns out to have been the perfect theme for
this ambiguous time of emerging from two years of a global pandemic. Kyrie and Gloria. Those are
the two traditional elements at the beginning of our worship service. We’re not using either of them
today, as it happens, because we’re used to following a more simplified form of the liturgy for the
guitar service. But for the rest of the Easter Season we’ll be using both the Kyrie and a newer
alternative to the traditional Gloria, “This is the Feast,” which draws heavily on our second reading
today. Kyrie is the Greek word for Lord, and is short for “Kyrie eleison,” “Lord, have mercy,”
which is the congregational response to the prayers of the Kyrie. Gloria is a Latin word for glory or
praise, and actually we now call that part of the service the Hymn of Praise. The Gloria is based on
the song of the Christmas angels in Luke, who sang out “Glory to God in the highest, and peace to
God’s people on earth” at the birth of Jesus. For much of the year we sing only the Gloria and not
the Kyrie. In Lent, we sing only the Kyrie and not the Gloria. And then we pull them both out for
festival Sundays like Reformation, All Saints, Epiphany, and so on, and of course for the Easter
season, which I’ve already mentioned.
So why would anyone choose the Kyrie and the Gloria as the theme for a worship
conference? A smart alec might say, because they’ve been doing this now for more than 70 years
now and they’re running out of things to talk about. But there are actually better reasons than that.
As one presenter put it, Kyrie and Gloria sum up the prayer life of a Christian. They can be boiled
down to, “help me,” and “thank you.” And that’s why this is a particularly meaningful theme for
this particular time. We have been challenged in these past few years, both as churches and as
individuals, in ways that we have not been challenged in recent memory. For that we have needed
God’s mercy and God’s help. But we have also found creative ways to respond to our challenges,
discovered new ways to connect with people, and developed a renewed appreciation for some
neglected aspects of our individual and communal lives, for which we can only praise God.
As we move deeper into the Easter season, with the novelty and the joy of the first
resurrection encounters maybe beginning to wear off, the theme of Kyrie and Gloria, of “help me”
and “thank you, Lord” are fully on display in our readings from the life of the early church.
First, the Kyrie element is present in both our first reading and our Gospel reading. But in
both cases, it takes a moment to get there. The first reading is about the conversion of Saul, who
will become Paul. The Gospel reading is about the rehabilitation of Peter. Neither asks for Jesus’
help. In fact neither, at first, even seem to need or want Jesus’ help. Saul was present at the stoning
of the deacon Stephen back in Acts chapter 5. Now he shows up on a mission of continued violence
against the followers of Jesus, “breathing threats and murder against them.” Help from Jesus is the
last thing on Saul’s mind. As far as he is concerned, Jesus is dead and buried, and his followers are
a nuisance and a danger to his people. In a similar way, Peter is not looking for help from Jesus.
This, by the way, is the second ending to John’s Gospel. I talked about the first ending, the story of
Thomas, last week. And there is a surprising disconnect between this ending and last week’s text.
We saw there how Peter and the rest of the disciples were given the Holy Spirit and sent on a

mission of love and forgiveness, which I mentioned was John’s version of Pentecost and the
founding of the church. But the next thing we know here in chapter 21, Peter is back to where he
started in the Gospel: doing shift work as a fisherman once again. We saw last week how even the
appearance of the risen Jesus to the disciples was not enough to get them out of their locked room
and about the mission Jesus was sending them on. Now this week they’re seemingly back to their
old lives.
But Jesus does not give up. He does not give up on Peter, who seems to have given up on
him, and he does not give up on Saul, even though Saul is his sworn enemy. He comes to both of
them, each in a different way, and reveals their need for his help. With Peter it’s a more gentle and
subtle addressing of the “elephant in the room,” the uncomfortable reality of Peter’s abandoning
Jesus in his moment of greatest need, denying that he even knew him. Three times he asks Peter if
he loves him. Three times he says to him, “feed my sheep.” This is Jesus forgiving Peter, in case
you have any doubt. Peter, it seems, needs to first be forgiven before he can be about the mission of
forgiveness. Saul’s case is much less subtle. He is struck down on his way to Damascus – knocked
right off his horse. (You heard that read, right? No you didn’t! This is beside my point, but I want to
draw your attention to it for a second. If you Google images for the conversion of Saul, you’ll get a
lot of paintings with Saul being knocked off his horse. But there is no horse in this text, or in the
brief account in Galatians 2. This is just a brief lesson in being aware of how we import our
assumptions into our reading of the Bible. Now back to my point.) Saul is suddenly overcome by a
bright light and the voice of Jesus speaking to him, asking him why he is persecuting him, after
which he finds himself to be blind. Now he truly does need help. He does not pray a Kyrie, but this
is a Kyrie moment for him, and when his sight is finally restored Jesus has become his Lord. Jesus’
forgiveness is the response to both Saul and Peter. It is the help they needed, even before they know
it. This is Jesus living out the commission that he gave to the disciples in last week’s Gospel
reading: If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven.
The past few years have provided lots of Kyrie moments for us as the church, as a country,
as communities, as families, and as individuals. Maybe we found ourselves crying out, “Kyrie,
eleison,” “Lord, have mercy. Help!” Maybe, like Peter, we just went about our business as best we
could after events beyond our control had disrupted our lives. Maybe it didn’t even occur to us to
ask for God’s help. Or maybe, like Saul, we found ourselves crusading against one perceived evil or
another, damning with our thoughts and words those who we saw endangering our lives or our
freedoms. Or maybe we claimed a little of both Peter and Saul. Whatever the case, and whether we
recognize it or not, we need God’s help now more than ever. We, like both Peter and Saul, are
desperately in need of God’s love and forgiveness. And that’s why we keep coming back week after
week, and why Jesus keeps showing up for us, just like he kept showing up for the first disciples,
coaxing, prodding, and inviting us into the life he died to give us.
The lectionary has also given us a Gloria this morning, stuck in between the two Kyrie
readings. This is a vision from Revelation of the consummation of God’s creative and redeeming
work in the world. It is, as I said earlier, where we get the words for our hymn of Praise “This is the
Feast.” It’s also, as many of you know, how Handel ended his famous oratorio, Messiah. Maybe
you couldn’t help hearing that music bounce around your brain when you heard it read. It happens
to me every time. The Gloria in our liturgy and in our lives is the promise that our Kyries will be
heard, even when we don’t know that we need to be praying them. God’s spirit has been breathed
upon us in Holy Baptism, who prays for us when we don’t know how to pray, who works faith in us
when we are prone to despair, and who advocates for us throughout our lives. Kyrie and Gloria.
Help me, and thank you. May these prayers be on our lips and on our hearts in the days, weeks, and
years to come. May we trust the promise that they carry, so that we may proclaim with our whole
being the glorious good news that Christ is risen, alleluia! (Christ is risen indeed, alleluia!)

