Sermon 12 April Easter 2 HTK
Easter Sunday already feels a long time ago and I suspect that for the majority of people, Easter is over and gone.
The eggs have been finished - perhaps there are a few pieces left in the fridge (which is of course the best place to keep chocolate!)   But for most people Easter is over and largely forgotten.
However in the church we are just beginning the Easter season, which will go on for another few weeks yet.  Today is only the second Sunday of Easter;
Just seven days ago we celebrated the risen Jesus, and it was wonderful to see the church so full and joyful.  But for a moment I want to go back to that very first Easter. To think about the disciples in those first few days after Jesus’ crucifixion.
The Gospel today opens with a very atmospheric account.  
‘When 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 Jews …’
In the church we remember the terrible events of Good Friday every year of course … but we remember them with hindsight – we know that Jesus is risen.  We know it all works out OK.  So I wonder if we can really imagine what it was like for the disciples in those first days after Jesus’ death?
It would have still been very real in their minds … crucifixion is a terrible way to die: and watching the person on whom you have placed all your hopes for the future … dying like that - is going to turn your world upside down.
The disciples had witnessed Jesus arrested, falsely accused, brutally flogged and now killed by crucifixion … and if they hadn’t been there to see it personally … John and Mary would have told them.
Jesus has fallen foul of both the Jewish religious leaders and the Roman occupying force and has been got rid of.   So …who might be next?   Might it be them?  Can we imagine the fear that would bring?
No wonder the doors were locked! Especially as it was evening and dark - remember Jesus had been arrested in the darkness of evening. In Israel it gets dark very fast! There is not much dusk … one minute it’s light … the next it’s dark.  I imagine the disciples locking that door very quickly as night fell.
And then suddenly Jesus is with them!  What a roller coaster of emotions that must have caused.  Shock, awe, fear, disbelief, excitement, joy - all at the same time! No wonder they needed Jesus’s words of greeting ‘Peace be with you’!   And then Jesus shows his hands and his side and they believe, he has indeed been resurrected.
But ‘Thomas was not with them when Jesus came’;  and apparently there’s a possible different translation of that sentence.  ‘Thomas was no longer with them when Jesus came’. Which gives a whole different sense of what might be going on for Thomas.
There are two previous refences to Thomas in John’s Gospel before this passage and in each of them Thomas comes across as courageous, bluntly spoken - and something of a realist.
First when Jesus sets out to go to Lazarus who is sick ... The disciples try to dissuade him because they know it is dangerous for Jesus to go back to Jerusalem; but when Jesus is determined to go … it’s Thomas who says to the other disciples, well ‘Let’s go too, that we may die with him’.   And again when Jesus - rather metaphorically- tells the disciples he is going away and they know the way to where he is going …  Thomas is not afraid to bluntly say to Jesus actually ‘we don’t know where you are going how can we know the way?!
I feel for Thomas … he wants things to be clear and open and not shrouded in metaphor. And he is not afraid to question Jesus when he doesn’t understand!
And I wonder why he was no longer with the Disciples that first day of the week?
I suspect that for Thomas … Jesus terrible death was the end to all he had hoped for over the past three years; if Jesus was so obviously dead … then all the hope that had surrounded Jesus was dead too.  The only option left to Thomas was to go back to his old life  … maybe he was already making arrangements to pick up his old work again - so he had effectively ‘left’ the disciples; and no longer saw himself as one of them. 
And then the disciples come and find him and say ‘We have seen the Lord’ … Jesus is alive! We can imagine Thomas response   ‘oh yeah … pull the other one!’
If the Romans kill you, especially by crucifixion, they make sure you are dead! …don’t tell me that Jesus somehow survived that!
So maybe the Disciples say … ‘but he showed us his hands and side … we know it was him and he is alive!’   You can imagine Thomas replying … ‘well unless I see his hands and side … I won’t believe!’  he is only asking for the proof that the other disciples have already had.
I wonder what turmoil Thomas was in at that point …   or three years he has followed Jesus, believing him to be special … daring to believe that Jesus was the Messiah who would set Isreal free  … So - if the ‘Messiah’ has been killed by the Romans … then nothing makes sense anymore … because there is nothing left.  If the Messiah is dead … then where is God?
I imagine Thomas has been torn apart and the foundations of his whole world have been shaken; and he is trying to find some way of just living again.
And then a week later into this torn apart world, of death: of grief for the past three years following Jesus:  into a total loss of  hope … Jesus comes … very much alive and says ‘believe’!
I’m glad that Thomas was back with the disciples that night… maybe he had found it’s not so easy to go back to the old ways once you have known Jesus.   But for whatever reason - Thomas is there and Jesus comes to give Thomas the opportunity to see for himself. And just like the other disciples, when confronted with the reality of Jesus  … Thomas believes.  
And for Thomas at that point of believing …  his whole world view changes … his perception of reality changes … his perception of what is possible is turned upside down.
By asking Thomas to believe, Jesus invites Thomas into a whole new world; where Thomas’ vision of what is possible will be blown apart;  Because with God all things are possible!
Because we already know that Jesus is resurrected … it can be hard to put ourselves in the disciples’ shoes, and feel the fear, the sadness, the grief and the crushing disappointment of Jesus death.
Because we already know that Jesus will rise … we don’t really descend into the depths of what Good Friday meant for Jesus’ followers. And maybe, maybe we then don’t get the full impact of just what Jesus’ resurrection meant to them.
Thomas was thrust into a totally new reality in which his whole worldview had to change.  Thomas no longer lived in a world governed by the limitations of ‘realism’ (if you like) Thomas now lives in a worldview no longer defined by failure and death but by possibility; A world no longer governed by legalism but by grace…  A world no longer governed by remembered sins … but one where we are set free by forgiveness.   A world in which we find the peace Jesus promised.
That invitation which Jesus gave to Thomas … ‘stop doubting and believe’ … is given to us to.  Jesus offers us the chance to live in a world full of hope and possibility; of grace and forgiveness a world where his peace is a reality.
So given what is happening in the world right now, it may seem crazy to talk about living in a new world of peace! But remember that when Jesus says ‘peace be with you to the disciples’ … they are still living in occupied territory with the reality of daily oppression, daily crucifixions.
The peace Jesus offers us is not as the world understands!  In John’s gospel 14.27 Jesus says  ‘Peace I leave with you; My peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled; do not be afraid.’  Jesus’ peace is able to quell our fear even in a world of conflict.
Because in this new world - that the risen Jesus is inviting us into, this world of possibility and hope … Jesus’ peace is what enables us to face the world of suffering and conflict and bring hope to others.
Believing in Jesus’ resurrection brings us a peace that enables us to see and work towards hope - when all that the world can see is despair.  That doesn’t make us superior to other people - because the peace Jesus gives, brings with it an enhanced feeling of love towards our neighbours and an enhanced desire to walk alongside others in their despair. 
But when we accept the peace which the resurrected Jesus offers  … we too will be swept up into a world of possibility, of hope that God is bigger than anything we can face, that God is able to redeem even the darkest times. 
Jesus Resurrection has turned the world upside down … has brought new hope and most importantly that message is not just for one week but for all time. 
During this easter season, I pray that each of us individually and together as a church, might know that peace of God that passes all understanding; and in truly knowing that peace we may be able to face whatever happens in the year ahead with hope… and to bring hope to others.
Because the resurrection of Jesus has given us the assurance - that despite what is happening in the world around us;   with God all things are possible!
Amen
