Behind closed doors – a gift of peace and renewal

Reflection for Pentecost 2020.      Acts 2.1-21 and John 20.19-23


‘It was evening on the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jewish authorities.  Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’

Locked doors. Fear. Peace. The parallels between that early appearance of the risen Jesus and our own experience of lockdown are clear, aren’t they?  There are differences, of course: we are locked down in fear of what may happen to us and to others as a result of a dangerous virus; they were locked away for fear of persecution. (I think it is worth saying here that what John actually says is ‘for fear of the Jews’, and you can see how dangerous a phrase this is, latched on to by any Jew-hating anti-Semite for generations since.  So I have changed it to ‘Jewish authorities’, because I want to make clear that it is not the Jewish people who caused that fear – the disciples themselves were all Jews – but certain bitter and humiliated individuals within the religious establishment of the time).

The message of Jesus, whatever the circumstances, that of the first disciples or that of our own times, is clear, and I take it in three parts.  They are ‘Peace be with you’, then, after a demonstration of the wounds of his crucifixion – yes it is really the same man – ‘Peace be with you’ again, and a commission to go as Jesus had come to them.  Then, thirdly, he breathes on them: ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’ and tells them: ‘if you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them, if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.’

So let’s take these three parts, three actions of Jesus, three acts of empowerment.  The first act is to bring peace, and knowledge of the truth of suffering, to fear-frozen disciples.  We may like to reflect this Pentecost on the experience of what we are going through: for some much, much harder and more painful than for others. To us and to them it is the crucified – and risen – Jesus who brings peace.  How have we experienced peace in a time when we have been conscious of the horror and strangeness of our circumstances?  For me it has been both the daily rhythm of morning and evening prayer and the utter beauty of the natural world this April and May, accompanied by lovely messages and conversations with friends and family.  

Jesus’ second action is to reinforce the message of peace, but to give the disciples something to do. They have to leave the relative security of their lock down, and be the ones who come to others as Jesus came to them, the ones who are sent by God just as he was sent. So, for us, as the lockdown begins to ease, we have to be aware of the commission Jesus gives us, quietly and faithfully, to be as Jesus was for them: compassionate to the sick and suffering, ones who accept no ill-defined boxes of prejudice (women have a more central role in Jesus’ world, the outsider is made an insider, the establishment is ridiculed for its hypocrisy). How will our mission be renewed after this time? How will we take away those barriers of prejudice? How will we set people free? How will we be a church beyond the walls?

Finally, the third action of the risen Jesus is the breath of life, the gift of the Spirit. This is the new creation. Just as the breath of God came to the dust and brought human beings to life in the beginning, so in the new beginning Jesus brings the inert, the inactive, the dead to life again with the breath of the Spirit. So, the people who have been sent are now the people brought back to life, but for a particular work:
‘If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.’  This sounds all too much really doesn’t it?  ‘What?’ we could be excused for saying, ‘you make us the dispensers of forgiveness and judgment? That is surely God’s role alone?’   Which is, of course, what they said to Jesus when he healed the paralysed man let down through the roof. ‘Take up your bed and walk’, he says, and he gives the reason for saying this: ‘to prove that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins…’ So this is the work that Jesus is giving to his disciples and to us, disciples in our own time: to set people free from the burdens that enslave them, but also to speak against those who would deny the freedom which God wills for us all. Maybe, indeed, the most important word, alongside the universal values of peace and love, and which makes us distinctive disciples of the risen one, is the announcement both of God’s forgiveness and God’s judgment. For this awesome responsibility we need nothing less than the full, peace-filled, life-breathed gift of the Holy Spirit.

Risen Jesus give us your inner peace at this time, send us out as you were sent to us, and renew our life with the breath of the Spirit so that we may be generous in forgiveness and wise in our judgments. 

Amen.

Martin Stephenson
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