Sermon for Second Sunday of Easter, April 11, 2010. Yr. C.

Acts 5:27-32, Psalm 150, Revelation 1:4-8, John 20:191-131


The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

It was the week after Easter of my second year of studying theology when I came to grips with the story of Easter as a human story. Up to this point I had not given the story much thought beyond the literal reading of it. It really does make a difference to the reading of scripture when we begin to put a human face on it. This was the beginning of the many cracks in my biblical literalist mindset.

                    I imagined Peter running along the shore, tears streaming down his face, his best friend and leader was dead and everything he had hoped for was now gone. He had lost all interest in fishing, he was confused, nothing made sense to him. Why did it have to happen? There was no justification for the crucifixion.

             As Peter sat on the sand he reviewed the course of the events from Palm Sunday. Jesus had been in and out of the Temple many times. He had taught there, everything he did, he did in the open. Why could the Pharisees not have sat down with him and listened to what he had to say? Why didn’t Joseph of Armithea speak up? Joseph believed in Jesus and knew him to be a teacher sent from God. And there were others who believed in Jesus, why didn’t they stand up for him? He knew he could not have spoken up for Jesus but he hated that he had denied him three times.

               Peter, like the other apostles, had been expecting Jesus to declare the Kingdom of God a reality and they had hoped that the Davidic kingdom would be restored and that they would have a place in the leadership. How Jesus planned on doing it without an army he was not sure but, if anyone could restore the Kingdom, it was Jesus. Now all was lost. They had taken Jesus, flogged him, make a spectacle of him, and then crucified him between two thieves. Thanks to Joseph, Jesus had a place in which to be buried.

                Peter began to cry. He was lost and did not know what to do. He would have to return to fishing but did not have the stomach for it as yet. Then one of the disciples came running down the shore calling his name. He stood up and could not believe what he was hearing. The women had gone to the tomb and found it empty. Who could have stolen the body? It wasn’t stolen. Jesus was alive. He had risen from the dead. Peter could not keep up with the beloved disciple of Jesus but it was Peter who went into the tomb first and 
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found it empty as the women had reported. The guards had gone, the stone was rolled away, the cloths were folded. It was time to get back to the Upper room and lock the doors in case the Temple police came looking for them. Peter sent word to bring as many of the Apostles and disciples as possible together to pray and decide what to do next.

           It was late afternoon by the time that everyone gathered together. That is, everyone but Thomas. Each time the door knocked they cringed with fear that it might be the Temple police. They prayed. They cried. Peter and John took the initiative to get the women to tell their story from the beginning. As they sat around the table Martha, Lazarus’ sister, had come in from Bethany and began to prepare a meal. The tension in the room was high. They learned about Judas committing suicide. They talked about how to get out of the city safely and the individuals and families whom they could trust to assist them.   

            They decided to eat, take some food for the journey, and leave just after sunset. They would leave in small groups and meet up again in Bethany at the home of Lazarus. Martha and a few of the other women brought the food to the table, John said a blessing and they gathered around to eat. 

                There was no laughter in the room that evening. The mood was solemn and the silence deafening. Just as they ended the meal the candles flickered and there at the end of the table stood Jesus. Some of the disciples fainted, others stood up and moved away from the table. But the voice of Jesus was unmistakable. “Peace be with you,” he said as he smiled his big easy-going smile. They had barely got themselves together when he opened his hands and showed them the mark of the nails and then the wound in his side and the atmosphere in the room changed from fear to joy and excitement. Jesus was alive and was with them again. He looked different, he glowed. He had a greater peace about him than he had before. He looked like one of the Essene mystics who are at peace no matter what is going on around them. Jesus’ stay was short. He repeated his greeting “Peace be with you.” Then he said “ Receive the Holy Spirit, If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them. If you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 
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When they settled down they began to talk about what Jesus had said. Perhaps he knew that they harbored anger toward the leadership in Jerusalem and he wanted them to forgive instead of thinking of revenge. Forgiveness was not something they were used to no matter how much Jesus had talked about it. They felt safer now and knew that no matter what happened, Jesus was with them. Maybe they should not leave the city just yet. Perhaps they should wait a few days and see what happened. 

            The new plan was to stay with trusted friends in the city and meet again the following week. They left the Upper Room under cover of darkness in small groups and made their way to the homes of friends.           

               It was Andrew and Phillip who told Thomas about the meeting; about Jesus appearing to them and how it had changed them. Thomas was one of those individuals who had to see things for himself before he believed anything or anyone. He made it perfectly clear to them: Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands and put my finger in his side, I will not believe. Neither of them were surprised at this attitude and told Thomas where and when they were all going to meet and they hoped that Jesus might appear to them again.

                  They met, had a meal and Thomas was not exactly excited. Jesus did not appear as he expected at the beginning of the meal. The others ignored him and continued their discussion on what Jesus meant for them to forgive. Some of them had forgiven the Sanhedrin in their heart and felt the better for it. Others were finding it difficult to forgive the execution of an innocent person and the fake trial. Those who had forgiven told what difference it meant to them. They said they did not care what the Sanhedrin thought, but it made them feel better not to have to carry a grudge or resentment with them anymore. They felt happier, freer than they had ever felt. Some of them also forgave not only the Sanhedrin but also others who had offended and hurt them and found that this act of forgiveness to be a freeing experience. 

                      Thomas had had enough of it and was about to leave when Jesus appeared beside him. Blood drained from his face as he looked at Jesus. Jesus smiled, and as before greeted them with the words Peace be with you. Then he looked directly at 
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Thomas and in a soft voice asked Thomas to touch his hands and side. Thomas looked as if he were in a trance. Slowly he reached out and touched Jesus’ hand and side and then said, My Lord and my God. Jesus put his arm around Thomas’ shoulder and hugged him.

              According to John, Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing in him you may have life in his name.

           What happened to Jesus of Nazareth after his crucifixion is not certain. The four gospels have four different points of view. Where they all meet is that something happened that changed the lives of a group of men and women who had locked themselves up in a room for fear of the Jewish authorities. This same group of frightened people soon took to the streets and began to share a belief in the risen Lord, the Christ of their faith.

               According to the second volume of Luke’s two volume Good News, The Acts of the Apostles, the apostles were imprisoned and, when brought before the high Priest to explain why they disobeyed an order to not preach about Jesus, Peter, speaking for the group replied; We must obey God, rather than any human authority. The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior that he might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.              

                 Two thousand years later we continue this belief in Jesus the Christ of our Faith. We continue to give witness to him in our compassion for others, in forgiveness, in caring for the least of our brothers and sisters. 

               It was not the experience of the empty tomb that changed their lives. It was their meeting with Jesus. All of us have to experience this relationship with God before we can experience the metanoia, the change of heart that Jesus calls for in order that we may change our ways.   As the psalmist says The same stone which the builders rejected has 
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became the chief cornerstone. As Christians, the cornerstone of our spiritual life is living the example set for us by Jesus: to do justice and walk humbly with our God.

