19 April 2020, Easter 2
Acts 2: 14a, 22-32; John 20: 19-31

Zoomed service 9.30am

1.
The words of Jesus

‘Peace be with you’ says Jesus to his disciples. For most of them, this was the first time they had seen him since they saw him dying on the cross. His greeting is a standard one, common then and now in the Middle East amongst people of all faiths, but then he repeats it: ‘Peace be with you’. And then he gives them a gift – of his Spirit - and also a responsibility – they are sent just as he was sent, with the power to forgive sins. This is serious stuff, not just a joyful reunion.

2.
Current focus

In the Grapevine, you have some thoughts flowing from that memorable account of Thomas’s disbelief, followed by his encounter with Jesus a week later. So for now I will not refer to that, but to the words of Jesus in that initial meeting with his friends in the upper room.
3.
A time of confusion, readjustment

We can only try to imagine what these days were like for the close friends and followers of Jesus. Horror, despair, now tentative and incredible hope, but an overall context of uncertainty and fear. Our reading tells us that they were now in lockdown for fear of the Jews. Despite obvious differences in the circumstances of our lives today, we can perhaps relate to their inability to go out, to their fear and overall uncertainty.

Jesus comes into that situation, saying ‘peace be with you’. But what kind of peace is this? Certainly not peace of the ‘everything will return to how it was before’ kind, or of the ‘let’s all sit back and relax now’ kind. Then as now, the peace that Jesus brings is more about wholeness of life than about enjoying a quiet time. In our situation today, I think we are all aware that this time of lockdown is – for many of us, although not for those in the front line - a lull before returning to an uncertain future. At one level, life is peaceful – birdsong flourishes in the absence of human activity – yet at another level, we are all in turmoil, a situation that will continue for some time.
Jesus then gives his disciples a commission: there is work to be done. They are being sent, and with the awesome responsibility to forgive sins. My guess is that at this point, they have little idea what this will involve in practical terms. This period of time – 6 or 7 weeks before the feast of Pentecost when they will receive the full power of The Holy Spirit – is one of confusion, of gradual realisation, with Jesus himself coming and going but not there as he was before. In the chapter after today’s reading from John’s gospel, we read of a later meeting with Jesus by the Sea of Tiberias. At that point, the disciples are clearly still disorientated and uncertain, going fishing just to fill the time. 
We too are in a time of disorientation and adjustment to changed realities. For us too, this will last several weeks – possibly months. Yet we too have a responsibility as Jesus’ disciples. This is not just about caring for neighbours in these difficult times (important as this is) – something that many people are doing in sacrificial ways. It is also about the world we build when this is over, about the ways in which our priorities need to change. What does it mean to forgive sins, or to retain them? At the very least it seems to me to involve trying to combat a ‘blame culture’. In a crisis, we are quick to create heroes and villains, but life cannot be built on this basis.

Finally, Jesus gives them his Spirit. They will really need this in the weeks to come. And we need it too– not just once this current crisis is over, but right now. It is only through his Spirit that we will really receive the true peace which we are told passes all understanding – a peace that we know the world cannot give. May this peace be with us all now and as we move forward together, sent by Him.
Amen 
Hymns in Zoomed service
Love’s redeeming work is done
The day of resurrection
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